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ABSTRACT 
 

This thesis explores the stories of resettlement and integration of Colombian 

refugees in New Zealand. Colombian refugees began their resettlement in New 

Zealand in 2007 referred by the UNHCR and accepted by the government of New 

Zealand.  The lack of academic research focused solely on Colombian refugees in 

New Zealand was the main motivation to carry out this study. This research aims to 

explore the challenges that affect the successful integration of Colombian refugees 

in New Zealand. It was driven by a pragmatic question of what can be done to 

improve their integration in New Zealand. 

The qualitative methodological approach of this study was an ethnographic 

collection of oral stories. Ethnography and oral history research methodology were 

the most effective way of documenting the experiences of Colombian refugees in 

New Zealand because it permitted me to collect and present the stories of the 

participants in a chronological order. Additional data collection methods included 

focus group and participants' diaries. This study collected the resettlement stories 

of 13 former Colombian refugees resettled in New Zealand. 

The findings of this research indicated that former Colombian refugees are 

integrated into New Zealand. However, some of them are better integrated and 

adapted than others, but all of them feel love and much appreciation for New 

Zealand. In fact, Colombian refugees consider New Zealand as their second home 

and also identify themselves as Colombians, Ecuadorians and Kiwis. Nevertheless, 

they think that New Zealand has several shortcomings in its refugee resettlement 
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programme. The findings of this study also show that Colombian refugees in New 

Zealand face many challenges that put in risk their successful integration into the 

country.  

This thesis contributes new knowledge about the resettlement of Colombian 

refugees in New Zealand and suggests ways to improve the resettlement of new 

refugees in the country.  It opens the door for conducting new studies on refugees 

and immigrants in New Zealand and worldwide.  

Keywords: Colombian Refugees, resettlement, integration, resettlement challenges, 

discrimination, resignation, reconciliation, exiles.  
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CHAPTER ONE: OVERVIEW 
 

1.1      Introduction 
 

This research focuses on Colombian refugees and their resettlement and 

integration stories in New Zealand.  According to New Zealand Immigration (2016), 

Colombian refugees have been arriving in the country since 2007.  By the end of July 

2016, New Zealand had 809 Colombian refugees resettled from Ecuador where they 

were recognised as urban refugees by the Ecuadorian government (Ministry of 

Health, 2012).  An urban refugee is a refugee who lives in an urban area rather than 

in a refugee camp. It is important to note that in Ecuador there are no refugee 

camps. Therefore, all refugees in Ecuador are considered as urban refugees.  

Thousands of Colombians have fled from Colombia to Ecuador because of the armed 

conflict that the country has faced for almost six decades. Once recognised as 

refugees in Ecuador, the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) 

makes the recommendation or referral of some refugees to the New Zealand 

government, for them to be resettled in New Zealand.  

This research collected the experiences of 13 Colombian refugees in their 

process of resettlement and integration in New Zealand.  The study used a 

qualitative methodological approach of an oral history methodology (ethnographic- 

a collection of oral stories). As data collection methods, I have used oral history 

interviews, a focus group and participants' personal diaries. 
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1.2 Purpose and Significance of the Research 
 

This research project explores the challenges that affect the integration of 

Colombian refugees in New Zealand.  It is driven by a pragmatic question of what 

can be done to improve their integration in New Zealand. The literature research 

has identified a significant gap in the research about Colombian refugees in New 

Zealand.  

Although there has been some research on Colombian refugees in New 

Zealand, some information is not accurate. For example, according to the Ministry 

of Health (2012) “refugees from Colombia have been arriving in New Zealand since 

2008” (p. 33). In fact,  according to The Refugee and Protection Unit (2017), 29 

Colombian refugees arrived in New Zealand between 2007 to 2008; one participant 

in this study affirms that she arrived in New Zealand in 2007 with other Colombian 

refugees.  

As a former Colombian refugee who arrived in New Zealand from Ecuador in 

2008 and my own experience of (re)settling in New Zealand society, I am uniquely 

positioned to present an insider’s view on the struggles and challenges faced by my 

compatriots.   

1.2.1 Main Objective: 
 

The aims and objective of this research project are: 

 To explore the challenges that affect the integration of Colombian refugees 

in New Zealand. 
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1.2.2 Aims or secondary objectives: 
 

 
 To explore in depth, the stories and experiences of Colombian refugees in 

their process of resettlement and integration in New Zealand. 

  To explore what can be done in order to improve the integration of 

Colombian refugees in New Zealand. 

 To contribute to the development of research on Colombian refugees in New 

Zealand as one of the 30 refugee groups in New Zealand. 

 To assist new refugees in New Zealand with integration into the country by 

producing knowledge that can help refugee organisations and local 

communities where refugees are settled to better understand their needs. 

 To contribute reliable and credible research for academic and refugee 

organisations. 

 Finally, to identify gaps in the knowledge and identify new research areas. 

 

1.3 Research Question 
 

What is the experience of Colombian Refugees resettlement in New 
Zealand? 

 

1.3.1 Sub-questions 
 

1- How were Colombian refugees prepared for resettlement in New 
Zealand? 
 

2- What are the challenges faced by Colombian refugees when resettling 
in New Zealand? 
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3- What role does reconciliation play in the process of integration in New 
Zealand? 

 
4- How do Colombian refugees resign or reconcile themselves to 

integrating into New Zealand society in order to rebuild their lives and 
survive? 
 

1.4 Definition of Concepts 
  

 This study constantly uses the following terms: Refugee, resettlement, 

integration, resignation and reconciliation, which are defined here. 

1.4.1 Refugee 
 

Article I of the 1951 Convention on the Status of Refugees and its 

1967 Protocol, defines the term ‘refugee’ as follows:  

A person who, owing to well-founded fear of being persecuted for 
reasons of race, religion, nationality, membership of a particular 
social group or political opinion, is outside the country of his 
nationality and is unable or, owing to such fear, is unwilling to avail 
himself of the protection of that country; or who, not having a 
nationality and being outside the country of his former habitual 
residence as a result of such events, is unable or, owing to such fear, 
is unwilling to return to it. (p. 14) 
 
Likewise, the 1969 OAU (Organisation of African Unity) Convention 
in Article I (2) declares the next:  
 
The term “refugee” shall also apply to every person who, owing to 
external aggression, occupation, foreign domination or events 
seriously disturbing public order in either part or the whole of his 
[or her] country of origin or nationality, is compelled to leave his [or 
her] place of habitual residence in order to seek refuge in another 
place outside his [or her] country of origin or nationality. (p.6) 
 
In addition, in Article III (3) of the 1984 Cartagena Declaration on 
Refugees says that: 
 
[...] the refugee definition or concept of a refugee to be 
recommended for use in the region is one which, in addition to 
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containing the elements of the 1951 Convention and the 1967 
Protocol, includes among refugee’s persons who have fled their 
country because their lives, safety or freedom have been 
threatened by generalized violence, foreign aggression. (p. 6) 
 

 
A refugee is not an asylum-seeker or an economic migrant (UNHCR, 

2016). For example, a migrant chooses which country he/she wants to go 

to and prepares himself carefully for the trip. Migrants prepare emotionally 

for the change they will face in the new country and prepare their travel 

documents. Migrants plan their move.  Refugees do not choose to leave 

their home countries (UNHCR, 2016).  They have to flee from their countries 

in order to save their lives. Refugees do not move to a foreign country 

following a plan. They do not have time to prepare themselves for a trip and 

for this reason many of them have no travel documents. Hence, migrants 

and refugees’ departure conditions are different.  Another difference 

between refugees and migrants is that refugees are specifically defined and 

protected by international laws (UNHCR, 2016). 

When refugees obtain permanent residence in a country, 

technically they are no longer refugees, especially when they are resettled 

in a third country like New Zealand (Rebekah, 2013). In this research, I use 

the term refugees to refer to Colombians from refugee backgrounds. 

Normally, these people are called former refugees by those who have more 

knowledge about the refugees’ topic. However, the majority continue to 

call them refugees, due to either ignorance or discrimination. Research and 

experience have led me to believe that even when a refugee is granted 

foreign residence or citizenship, this fact does not put a real end to their 



6 
 

refugee status. It could be argued that the refugee status of an adult ends 

completely only when they return to live permanently in their country of 

origin, otherwise, they will always be considered a refugee in a foreign land. 

For instance, as already explained, members of the mainstream society 

often continue to call them refugees. This is as if the person had a mark or 

a label that identifies them as refugees during the entire time they live in 

the foreign country. 

1.4.2 Resettlement  
 

Resettlement in a third country means that refugees leave the 

country that has accepted them as refugees, to become legally established 

in another country. According to Bävman (2016) “resettlement is the 

transfer of refugees from an asylum country to another State that has 

agreed to admit them and ultimately grants them permanent settlement” 

(para. 2). Resettlement is not a right of refugees; instead, it is a solution that 

applies only in specific situations. Even if a person is recognised as a refugee 

by a country that does not necessarily mean that this person has a case with 

the required characteristics for resettlement to a third country (ACNUR, 

2011). 

1.4.3 Integration  
Integration occurs when a community or a group of people is willing 

to receive another person outside the group as part of it. In this way, the 

person is attached to this group or community and starts becoming part of 

it (ACNUR, 2002).  Integration is a process that is dynamic in two ways 
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(Strang & Ager, 2010). For example, both the hosting community and the 

resettled refugees must work reciprocally on the integration of newly 

arrived refugees (Strang & Ager, 2010). This raises questions about who 

should adapt to whom; if refugees should adapt to their host communities 

or whether communities should adapt to refugees. The answer to this is 

that both have to take part in this process of adaptation and develop mutual 

understanding (Strang & Ager, 2010). The refugee must be willing to adapt 

to the new country, by learning aspects such as its language and culture. In 

turn, the host society should be willing to help refugees with their 

integration process, including areas like preparation for employment and 

self-sufficiency. This study explores what Colombian refugees have done in 

order to adapt and be part of their communities. 

1.4.4 Resignation 
 

Resignation means accepting with submission to something 

inescapable (Resignation, 2011). When a refugee is resettled into a third 

country he/she might experience the symptoms of culture shock such as 

stress, sadness, loneliness, homesickness, idealising the home culture, 

irritability, resentment, family conflicts, loss of identity, feelings of 

inadequacy and insecurity and negative self-image (Foley, 2012). According 

to Pedersen (1995), there are five stages of culture shock, which are: the 

honeymoon stage, the disintegration stage, the reintegration stage, the 

autonomy stage and the interdependence stage (Pedersen, 1995). In the 

last stage of culture shock, refugees accept their new life in the new 
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country. It could be said that in this way, the refugees resign themselves to 

rebuilding their lives in the resettlement country. 

My own experience as a former Colombian refugee resettled in New 

Zealand from Ecuador has taught me that resignation and reconciliation are 

the keys to successful integration. I lived in Ecuador for 14 months as an 

urban refugee and never adapted and integrated into the Ecuadorian 

culture. The Ecuadorian and Colombian cultures are similar and share the 

same Spanish language, but even so, I did not achieve integration in that 

country; instead, I kept comparing Ecuador with Colombia in a negative 

way. The attitude I adopted made me realise just the adverse aspects of 

Ecuador; for that reason, I used to feel a lot of resentment and rage at the 

bad things that I saw and experienced in Ecuador. I simply felt 

disappointment in that country. I rejected Ecuadorian culture from the 

bottom of my heart, which prevented me from integrating. On the other 

hand, if I had reconciled myself to Ecuadorian culture, I could have accepted 

Ecuador as my new home and perhaps I would have resigned myself to 

rebuilding my life in that country. Similarly, when I came to New Zealand I 

had to wait three years to be reconciled with the new culture and resign 

myself to rebuilding my life in this country. In some moments I still feel like 

going back to my country, but having accepted New Zealand as my new 

home allows me to continue rebuilding my life.  

Refugees never choose the country of their relocation.  Therefore, 

once in the country of resettlement, the refugees might feel that they do not 

like the country to which they have arrived. It is at this point that the 
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refugees must resign themselves to accept the country of resettlement as 

their new home and be willing to rebuild their lives there. So, even if the 

refugee thinks that the new country is beautiful, ugly, good or bad to live in, 

they must resign themselves to live in that country because the refugees 

have no other alternative and must accept the new country in order to be 

integrated into the community. I believe that if the refugees are not resigned 

to accept the new country as their home they might end up returning to their 

original country one day (ACNUR, 1997). 

1.4.5 Reconciliation 
 

Reconciliation is the restoration of harmony and friendship between 

two or more parties at odds. It is natural that migrants and refugees 

experience the symptoms of culture shock when living abroad (Pedersen, 

1995). The second stage of culture shock is the "rejection stage" (Global 

perspectives, 2016; Tankersley, 2014; Pedersen, 1995). During this stage, 

the person feels frustration, sadness and anger due to the differences in 

cultural understanding and language barriers that can make some simple 

tasks difficult to perform (Tankersley, 2014). In these circumstances, the 

person is not able to accept and adapt to the new culture (Global 

perspectives, 2016; Tankersley, 2014; Pedersen, 1995). It is in such 

moments that the refugee or migrant could start reconciling with the new 

culture in order to integrate into the new country (Global perspectives, 

2016; Tankersley, 2014; Pedersen, 1995). When a refugee is reconciled with 

the new culture, he/she starts living in the fourth stage of culture shock 
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which is the acceptance and integration stage (Global perspectives, 2016; 

Tankersley, 2014; Pedersen, 1995). 

1.5 Thesis outline 
 

This thesis is composed of seven chapters which are 1) Overview, 2) 

Background context, 3) Literature review, 4) Methodology research design and 

methods, 5) Findings, 6) Analysis and discussion and 7) Conclusion. Below a brief 

overview of each chapter is given. 

Chapter One is the introduction to this research. This chapter presents an 

overview of the research including the purpose and significance of the study, 

objectives, research questions, the operational definitions used in this research and 

an outline of the thesis. 

Chapter Two provides some background information by explaining the 

causes that force Colombian people to leave their homes. This chapter shows that 

due to the armed conflict that Colombia has faced for nearly 60 years, thousands 

of Colombians have left the country in search of international protection. This 

chapter also describes the situation of Colombian refugees in Ecuador and how 

they are prepared to travel to New Zealand. Chapter two concludes by describing 

the situation of Colombian refugees once they arrived in New Zealand. 

Chapter Three presents a review of the academic literature about the 

situation and settlements of Colombian refugees in countries such as Ecuador, New 

Zealand, Argentina, Brazil, Canada, Chile, the United States of America, Denmark, 

Sweden, Iceland and the Netherlands. This chapter also describes the main 

challenges faced by refugees in New Zeeland. 
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Chapter Four describes the research design and the qualitative 

methodology used in this study. It explains the research approach, data collection 

methods and ethical considerations in this research.  

Chapter Five presents the profile of the participants and their stories. This 

chapter also describes the findings of the research in six main themes which are 1) 

Living in Colombia, 2) Living in Ecuador, 3) Resettlement in New Zealand, 4) 

Integration process into New Zealand society, 5) Appropriate support to refugees 

6) The refugee term. 

Chapter Six analyses and discusses the finding of the research in the context 

of the relevant literature. Chapter Seven responds the main research question and 

its sub-questions. Finally, this chapter includes study limitations and 

recommendations for future research on the topic of refugees. 
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CHAPTER TWO: BACKGROUND CONTEXT 
 
 

2.1 The Causes that force Colombian people to leave their homes  
 

  Colombia has had an armed conflict for more than 60 years (Giraldo Forero, 

2005; Schussler, 2009; Carreño, 2012; Bermudez, 2013; Gottwald & Rodríguez, 

2016; Shedlin, et al., 2016; Gárate, 2014; Guglielmelli, 2011; López-López, et al., 

2013; Jaramillo, 2008). The root of the conflict dates back to the 1940s when the 

only two political parties at that time, the Conservative Party and the Liberal Party 

clashed for political power (Cosoy, 2016). Both parties were born out of the war of 

independence against the Spanish empire from 1810 to 1819 (Cosoy, 2016). The 

Liberal Federalist party is influenced by the ideas of the French revolution and the 

Conservative Party is close to the Catholic Church, with the ideology of a strong and 

centralist state (Cosoy, 2016). This conflict was sharpened in 1948, with the murder 

of the popular liberal presidential candidate, Jorge Eliécer Gaitán (Cosoy, 2016).  

 Gaitán’s assassination created an era of extreme violence in Colombia that 

extended until the late 1950s. During this time of violence, there was a lot of social 

inequality in the country with the shortage of work opportunities, poor education 

provision and limited health opportunities for poor people (Cosoy, 2016). The 

members of the Conservative party controlled political power and represented the 

wealthy groups (Cosoy, 2016). This situation motivated many poor peasants to 

rebel against the government (Cosoy, 2016). In the early 1960s, the principal 

Colombian guerrilla group was formed to fight against the government to protect 

disadvantaged communities (Jaramillo, Villa, & Sánchez, 2004).  
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In the 1970s, drug cartels emerged, bringing more violence to Colombia 

(Korovkin, n.d.). These groups of drug traffickers originated among poor people 

who wanted to get wealth quickly (Gottwald, 2004). They began by exporting 

marijuana and later cocaine to the United States of America (Korovkin, n.d).  In the 

1980s wealthy Colombians, in their attempt to combat guerrilla forces, formed 

paramilitary groups (Weiss, 2011).  These paramilitary groups were funded by 

landowners and many people from different socioeconomic levels were recruited 

to join them (Weiss, 2011).  The Colombian army fought against drug trafficking 

and guerrilla groups. In turn, paramilitary and guerrilla groups fought violently 

between themselves. (Castillo, 2005; Gottwald, 2004; Bermudez, 2013; Gárate, 

2014). This conflict resulted in growing poverty, sexual violence, kidnappings, 

disappearances, torture, mass killings, internal displacement and refugees (Castillo, 

2005; Gottwald, 2004; Bermudez, 2013; Gárate, 2014).   

As a result of this political and social turmoil, many Colombians have had to 

flee their country in order to avoid losing their lives in the crossfire between the 

fighting groups (Gottwald, 2004; Orjuela, 2012).  Other Colombians have fled after 

being threatened by armed groups (Gottwald, 2004; Orjuela, 2012). In addition, 

thousands of parents fled their homes, worrying that their children would be 

recruited and forced to participate in the Colombian war (Gottwald, 2004).  The lack 

of protection by the Colombian government is an enormous problem faced by 

internally displaced persons in Colombia  (Carreño A. M., 2012). For this reason, a 

large number of displaced people live in constant fear; in fact, many of them are 

persecuted by the participants of the armed conflict in Colombia (Jaramillo, Villa, & 

Sánchez, 2004). This situation has forced many displaced people to flee from one 
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place to another within the country looking for safety. Even so, there have been 

cases where their pursuers have killed them while others have been missing 

(Monroy, 2011; Jaramillo, Villa & Sánchez, 2004; Robles, 2011; Paz In Motion, 2016).  

The events already mentioned have raised deep fears among the displaced 

people who do not feel secure enough to complain to Columbian authorities 

because they suspect their persecutors have infiltrated these state institutions 

(Riano Botina, 2012).  For example, during the 1990s and early 2000s many 

government agencies such as the police, the army and the Attorney General’s office 

were infiltrated by members of paramilitary groups and many Columbians believe 

that the former president of Colombia, Álvaro Uribe Vélez was a promoter and 

financier of paramilitary groups (Riano Botina, 2012; Morris, 2011).    

There is a danger that if a displaced person denounces these armed groups, 

they risk being betrayed by these government agencies and could be killed by 

paramilitary groups for being considered a whistle blower (Riano Botina, 2012; 

Morris, 2011).  Former Colombian Army Captain Adolfo Enrrique Guevara Cantillo 

claimed that the former Colombian President Álvaro Uribe Vélez, dictated orders to 

the national army to murder innocent civilians and then claimed they were guerrillas 

who were killed in combat (Las2orillas, 2014). Guevera said that he killed several 

innocent civilians on the orders of General Mario Montoya, who ordered army 

officers not to take detainees to military bases. In this way, the Colombian army 

could present positive results before the national government and receive privileges 

from Uribe (Las2orillas, 2014). Guevara also claimed the Colombian army killed 

civilians with the help of paramilitary groups (Las2orillas, 2014).  
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The armed conflict in Colombia has left more than six million displaced 

people, out a population of 49 million (ACNUR, 2015; Reyes, 2013; Paz in Motion, 

2016). Research conducted in Colombia by El Centro Nacional de Memoria Histórica 

de Colombia shows that 218,094 people were killed in the Colombian conflict 

between 1958-2012 (Reyes, 2013). Most of these victims - 177,307 people - were 

civilians and the other 40,787 were combatants (Reyes, 2013). Those responsible for 

these deaths were: the Colombian Army 10.1%; guerrilla groups 16.8%; paramilitary 

groups 38.4%; unidentified armed groups 27.7%; other groups 7% (Reyes, 2013). 

The conflict in Colombia left 1754 victims of sexual violence from 1985-2012 (Reyes, 

2013). A total of 27,023 Colombians were kidnapped between 1970 and 2010. Of 

these, guerrilla forces detained 24,482 people and 2541 were abducted by 

paramilitary groups (Reyes, 2013). In addition, 25,007 Colombians were missing 

from 1985 to 2012 (Reyes, 2013).   

According to ACNUR (2015) by the end of 2015, a total of 6,939,067 

Colombians had been displaced from their homes by the armed conflict.   A large 

number of Colombians displaced by violence escaped to neighbouring countries 

such as Costa Rica, Panama, Venezuela, Brasil, Peru, Chile and Ecuador (Gottwald, 

2004). Escaping to a foreign country is necessary as a first step for people being 

recognised as a refugee (Gottwald, 2004). According to the 1951 Convention 

Relating to the Status of Refugees adopted in Geneva by the General Assembly of 

the United  Nations and the 1967 Protocol Relating to the status of refugee, a 

person must be in a foreign country to be recognised as a refugee (Castillo, 2005). 

When a Colombian flees from violence within their own country he\she is 

recognised as an internally displaced person, not as a refugee  (Carreño, 2012). For 
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this reason, many Colombians escape to Ecuador as asylum seekers before they 

can get a refugee status.  

2.2 Arrival in Ecuador and preparation to travel to New   
 Zealand 

Colombians crossing the Ecuadorian border are still not safe and face new 

challenges.   Ecuador is a small country with its own social and economic problems 

without the capacity to meet the basic needs of its own countrymen (Carillo, Karen, 

& Schvaneveldt, 2012), much less the basic needs of foreigners who come as 

refugees or asylum seekers (Shedlin M., et al., 2016). This situation has sparked 

conflict between Colombians and Ecuadorians (White, 2011). 

Colombians in Ecuador are stigmatised as guerrillas, paramilitaries, drug 

traffickers, murderers, gangsters, thieves and dangerous people (Shedlin M., et al., 

2016). To most Ecuadorians, Colombian men are criminals (Shedlin, et al., 2016; 

Schussler, 2009; Gottwals, 2004) and Colombian women are regarded as 

prostitutes and lovers of criminals (Shedlin, et al., 2016). Discrimination against 

Colombians in that country is so enormous that many employers do not offer jobs 

to them due to a common belief that Colombians are dishonest and unreliable 

(Shedlin, et al., 2016). In addition, the vast majority of Colombians find it arduous 

to get a place to live in Ecuador because many Ecuadorians refuse to rent to 

Colombian refugees (Ayala, 2004).  

In Ecuador, the government grants refugee status to asylum seekers and 

later, many of them are resettled in third countries (ACNUR, 2015), including New 

Zealand. The resettlement of Colombian refugees from Ecuador into New Zealand 

can take between one and two years (ACNUR, 1997; ACNUR, 2011). The Colombian 
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refugees in Ecuador need to be interviewed by the Ecuadorian government first in 

order to determine if their asylum application meets the requirements of the 1951 

Convention which defines the status of refugees (ACNUR, 2010). After the 

interview the refugees must wait, often for months, to receive a response to their 

application for refugee status (ACNUR, 2010). There are cases where the 

Ecuadorian government has not granted refugee status to Colombians (Jaramillo, 

2008). In such case, the person has the option to appeal to that decision (Schussler, 

2009), or to return back to their country where their lives would be in danger.  

Data from UNHCR shows there are more than 400,000 Colombian refugees 

dispersed around the world (ACNUR, Tendencias globales: Desplazamiento forzado 

en 2015, 2015), the majority of whom are in Ecuador. It was reported that the 

number of Colombian refugees and asylum seekers in Ecuador was about 100,000  

in 2007 (Jaramillo, 2008). This number could be higher, considering there is a 

population of more than 500,000 Colombians in Ecuador (Jaramillo, 2008). Most of 

them have not formally requested refugee status either because they do not know 

much about the international law regarding refugees and asylum seekers, or fear 

being deported to Colombia by the immigration police (Jaramillo, 2008). The UNHCR 

offers three solutions for refugees: 

Voluntary repatriation: In this option, the refugee can return to his country 
in safety and dignity. Local integration: In this second solution, the refugee 
manages to integrate into the community and get the nationality of the 
country of asylum. Resettlement: When the two solutions stated above are 
not possible for a refugee, then the last solution is the resettlement to a 
third country. (López, 2016, p. 11) 

 

 For most Colombian refugees in Ecuador, voluntary repatriation is not a 

suitable solution because Colombia is still at war and their lives could be in danger 
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if they return to Colombia (Gottwald, 2004). The UNHCR usually does not 

recommend this option because of the continuing conflict. (Lissardy, 2016). 

 The second durable solution offered by UNHCR to refugees is integration in 

the first country of asylum (Long, 2009). However, discrimination, poverty, verbal 

persecution and hunger faced by Colombian refugees in Ecuador make this second 

option impractical (Shedlin, et al., 2016) and neither does the Ecuadorian 

government see this as a possible solution. For this reason, resettlement in a third 

country is usually the most suitable solution for refugees in Ecuador. More than 30 

countries offer resettlement for refugees in their territories, including Australia, 

Benin, Ireland, Mexico, Netherlands, New Zealand, Norway, Sweden, United 

Kingdom, Brazil, Burkina Faso, Canada, Chile, Denmark, Finland, Iceland, United 

States and Uruguay (Long, 2009). New Zealand has a fixed quota of 750 places, 

which will be increased to 1000 in 2018 for refugee resettlement. Likewise, the other 

resettlement countries have a fixed resettlement quota as well. The following table 

provided by UNHCR (2016) can give us an idea of how many resettled refugees are 

accepted a year for those countries.  
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Table 1. Per Capita Resettlement by Country of Resettlement in 2015 (UNHCR, 2016, p. 
65).  
 

 

The quotas for resettlement in third countries are limited and depend on the 

resettlement countries’ criteria (Long, 2009). According to De Lapaillone (2012) “in 

1987, the New Zealand government established a formal annual quota for the 
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resettlement of refugees” (p. 6). The recent increase of New Zealand’s quota from 

750 to 1000 is a response to the Syrian crisis and will be implemented from 2018 

onwards (Kiry, 2016). The UNHCR makes a careful selection of refugees, according 

to the country’s policies for resettlement (ACNUR, 2002). Colombian refugees have 

to compete with more than 30 countries to be accepted to  New Zealand  (New 

Zealand Immigration, 2016).  

It is easier for the UNHCR to recommend a refugee for resettlement to a 

third country when the person has been recognised as a refugee by the Ecuadorian 

government (ACNUR, 2011). In this case, if the refugee is eligible for resettlement 

in a third country, he/she must be interviewed by the UNHCR to determine if the 

person deserves to be resettled (ACNUR, 2011). Subsequently, the refugee must 

be interviewed by an immigration official of New Zealand in Ecuador. After these 

interviews, the refugee has to wait for months to know if his or her case has been 

favourably accepted for resettlement in New Zealand (Ministry of Business 

Innovation and Employment, 2014). 

After the pre-selection phase is over, refugees have to undergo medical 

tests to assess if the person is fit to travel to New Zealand and to find out whether 

medical treatment is necessary before and after the trip. Once those medical 

examinations have been completed, refugees are ready to travel to the new 

country (Ministry of Business Innovation and Employment, 2014). The New Zealand 

government covers the travel costs for refugee and provides a travel document and 

a New Zealand permanent residence visa (Ministry of Business Innovation and 

Employment, 2014). This means that the refugees travelling to New Zealand 

receive New Zealand permanent residence before arrival. For this reason, these 
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people are technically no longer refugees as they arrive in New Zealand as 

permanent residents (Ministry of Business Innovation and Employment, 2014). 

After five years they can apply for New Zealand citizenship and a passport (Ministry 

of Business Innovation and Employment, 2014). Although they arrive in New 

Zealand as permanent residents they are still perceived as refugees by most people 

in the country (Ministry of Health, 2012).  

2.3 Arrival in New Zealand  
 

Once Colombian refugees arrive in New Zealand, they are accommodated 

for six weeks at a refugee centre in Mangere, Auckland (Ministry of Health, 2012). 

At this refugee centre, they receive basic English classes and are given information 

about life in New Zealand (Department of Labour, 2004).  As previously described, 

more than 809 Colombian refugees arrived in the country since 2007 from Ecuador 

(New Zealand Immigration, 2016). Another 22 refugees from Colombia came to New 

Zealand through the family reunification process and another 12 Colombians have 

been recognised in New Zealand as refugees under the 1951 Convention (New 

Zealand Immigration, 2016). By the end of March 2013, the Colombian population 

in New Zealand was 1308 people (Statistics NZ, 2013).  

Most Colombians are settled in Hamilton and in Wellington. Others are 

settled in Nelson and in Auckland and many of them identify themselves as 

Colombian refugees (Dooney, 2016; Spencer, 2016; Ministry of Health, 2012). 

Interaction between Colombian refugees and Colombian migrants is low.  

Once resettled in the community the refugees experience challenges that 

affect their early integration (Department of Labour, 2004; Ministry of Social 
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Development, 2008, Chile, 2007). These challenges are to learn  enough English to 

be able to communicate and make friends, to learn the customs of the new country, 

to adapt to the different cultural groups of New Zealand, to adhere to the 

educational system of the country and to obtain a  suitable job (Department of 

Labour, 2004; Ministry of Social Development, 2008, Chile, 2007). Many refugees do 

not get jobs due to their limited English. Others have to do additional studies or 

validate their qualifications before resuming their careers (Ministry of Health, 2012), 

all of these creates frustrations, unhappiness and fatigue (Ministry of Health, 2012). 

Another challenge is feeling lonely. 

“Despite living in close proximity to other people from the same region, 

many people may feel socially isolated, or even experience hostility because they 

belong to a different clan system or family grouping from those around them” 

(Ministry of Health, 2012, p. 34).  

 Colombian refugees have had to overcome the issues described in the 

previous paragraph to achieve successful integration in New Zealand (Department 

of Labour, 2004; Ministry of Social Development, 2008, Chile, 2007). For some 

people, it has been very hard to integrate successfully. This has resulted in around 

10 Colombian refugees leaving New Zealand and returning to Ecuador.  
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CHAPTER THREE: LITERATURE REVIEW 
 

3.1 Introduction  
 

There have not been many studies about resettlements of Colombian 

refugees worldwide. Some research has been conducted about Colombian refugees 

in Ecuador, Canada, United Kingdom and in the United States of America (Jaramillo, 

2008; Arsenault, 2010; Osorio & Orjuela, 2009; Bermudez, 2013; Collier, et al., 2003). 

Sanchez (2016) conducted research on Colombian refugees in New Zealand. 

Sanchez’s research included five Colombian refugees, three Chilean refugees, and 

one Salvadorian refugee. Therefore, this study is the first academic research focused 

solely on Colombian refugees in New Zealand conducted by a Colombian refugee. 

This literature review uses two types of literature: government reports and research 

from different Ministries and research published in academic journals and 

monographs. The literature review will focus on preparation of refugees for 

resettlement in New Zealand; challenges faced by refugees when resettling in New 

Zealand and the importance of reconciliation and resignation in the integration 

process.  

3.2 Preparation of refugees for resettlement in New Zealand  
 

Research conducted by the New Zealand Ministry of Business Innovation and 

Employment (2014) shows that it is important that refugees coming to New Zealand 

obtain prior knowledge of the country before coming. This information helps 

refugees to know what they will face in New Zealand once they arrive. Thus, 
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Immigration New Zealand provides general information about the resettlement in 

New Zealand to the new refugees. 

The Ministry of Business Innovation and Employment (2014) produced a 

video to help refugees know what to expect once they arrive in the country. The 

UNHCR usually shows this video to refugees who will travel to New Zealand (Ministry 

of Business Innovation and Employment, 2014). Colombian refugees in Ecuador 

watch this video as preparation for their future life in New Zealand. Refugees learn 

their rights and responsibilities in New Zealand and how they will be supported once 

arriving in the country (Ministry of Business Innovation and Employment, 2014).  

Although the Ministry of Business Innovation and Employment (2014) 

provides general information regarding New Zealand to refugees coming to the 

country, this information is very basic, limited and omits valuable information. For 

instance, it does not describe clearly the biggest challenges that refugees have to 

face when they arrive in the country, such as lack of English and unemployment. The 

Ministry of Business Innovation and Employment (2014) does not say that many 

refugees in the country remain unemployed and that most of them find it difficult to 

obtain well-paid employment. In addition, the Ministry of Business Innovation and 

Employment (2014) does not say that informal trading is highly restricted in New 

Zealand and peddlers selling their goods on the streets or on the public transport is 

virtually unheard of. This information could be valuable for many Colombian 

refugees because many of them have worked as peddlers during their whole life in 

Colombia (Forero & Apolinar, 2015).  
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Research conducted by Portafolio (2008) shows there are more Colombians 

who have created companies in Ecuador, than Ecuadorian entrepreneurs in 

Colombia. Although Colombian refugees are discriminated against in Ecuador and 

many employers refuse to hire them, Colombian refugees are entrepreneurial and 

create their own companies to survive in Ecuador (Ayala, 2004; Portafolio, 2008). 

Portafolio (2008) states that in Nueva Loja Ecuador, 509 Colombians registered their 

companies in order to pay taxes. Likewise, many other Colombians have created 

small and medium enterprises in Ecuador where they have Ecuadorian and 

Colombian employees (Portafolio, 2008).  

According to the Department of Labour (2004) when Colombian refugees 

arrive in New Zealand they spend their first six weeks in the Mangere Refugee 

Resettlement Centre in Auckland. In the Mangere centre “refugees receive help to 

prepare for life in New Zealand and to move into the community. Services offered at 

the Mangere Centre include English language classes, health screening and mental 

health support” (Immigration New Zealand, 2017, para. 3).  After these initial six 

weeks, refugees are settled in the community in Auckland, Waikato, Manawatu, 

Wellington, Nelson and Dunedin (New Zealand Red Cross n.d). 

The experience of refugees arriving in New Zealand can be compared and 

contrasted with that of refugees in other countries. For instance, Argentina takes in 

50 refugees a year (UNHCR 2011). According to CONARE (2013) when a Colombian 

refugee is selected to be resettled in Argentina, the refugee receives preparation in 

the first country of asylum, before travelling to Argentina. Another country, where 

Colombian refugees are resettled is Brazil. According to the National Committee for 
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the Refugees (2013) (CONARE Brazil), UNHCR (2011) and ACNUR (2011) the 

government of Brazil has a quota of 58 refugees a year. Before being resettled in 

Brazil Colombian refugees watch an orientation video regarding life in that country. 

(CONARE Brazil 2013)   Likewise, the UNHCR (2011) affirms that the objective of this 

video is to provide previous preparation for their resettlement in the country.  

The Republic of Chile is another country where Colombian refugees are 

resettled. According to the government of Chile (2002), the annual refugee quota 

for resettlement in Chile is established by the Ministry of Foreign Relations and the 

Ministry of the Interior in consultation with the UNHCR. The UNHCR (2011) provides 

basic information to refugees before travelling to Chile. After arriving they take an 

orientation course about life and culture in the country (The government of Chile, 

2002).  The resettlement and integration of Colombian refugees in the case of these 

three countries already mentioned are easier due to the common Spanish language 

(Argentina and Chile) and cultural proximity. 

Canada is one more of the countries where Colombian refugees are resettled. 

According to the Immigration and Refugee Board of Canada (2014)  and UNHCR 

(2011) when Colombian refugees (and any other refugees) arrive in Canada they 

spend a few days in a reception house or a hotel and it is expected that the refugee 

will find a suitable house to live. In addition, refugees in Canada receive support from 

the government to learn English, French and to get a job that allows them to 

integrate quickly in the country (Immigration and Refugee Board of Canada, 2014; 

UNHCR, 2011; ACNUR, 2011).  
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Hundreds of Colombian refugees have been resettled in the United States of 

America.  According to the Department of State (n.d), Colombian refugees are 

resettled in the community after their arrival in the country and are encouraged to 

find employment as soon as possible. The UNHCR (2014) says it is important that 

refugees have a realistic idea of how their lives will be and what social services they 

can receive so they do not get false expectations and become disappointed later in 

the United States of America (ACNUR, 2011).  The Department of State provides 

cultural orientation programmes to all refugee who will travel to the United States. 

These cultural orientation programmes begin prior to departure (UNHCR, 2014). 

 Other countries where Colombian refugees have been resettled are 

Denmark, Iceland, Netherlands and Sweden (The government of Denmark, 2016; 

Banerjee & Rodríguez, 2008; University of Iceland, 2005; Ministry of Social Affairs, 

2007; Kramers & Tan, 2005). The countries previously described have an integration 

training programme for refugees before their resettlement in the community, like 

the one performed in New Zealand (Department of Labour, 2004). The New Zealand 

Red Cross has a refugee support volunteer programme to help people integrate with 

the community (New Zealand Red Cross, n.d). This programme is available for up to 

12 months after their arrival (New Zealand Red Cross, n.d).  

 

3.3 Challenges faced by refugees when resettling in New Zealand  
 

There has been extensive research examining the challenges refugees from 

different countries have faced in their resettlement in New Zealand; many of those 

studies are from the government and its Ministries (Department of Labour, 2004; 
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Ministry of Social Development, 2008; New Zealand Immigration, 2016; Ministry of 

Business Innovation and Employment, 2012). Other research describes the 

challenges faced by refugees and are based on published academic articles, 

monographs and NGO reports (Chile, 2007; Liev, 2008; Mohamed, 2011; Sanchez, 

2016; Yor, 2016; Nash, Wong & Trlin, 2004; Butcher, Spoonley and Trlin, 2006; 

Change Makers Refugee Forum, 2012; Beaglehole, 1988; Revell, 2012; Treen, 2013; 

Gee, 2017; Beaglehole, 2013; Hayward, 2011; Hylan, 1997; Pio, 2010; Thomas & 

McKenzie, 2005; Frost, 2015). Research conducted by the Department of Labour 

(2004) and the Ministry of Social Development (2008) show that the main challenges 

faced by new refugees resettled in New Zealand are: lack of English, lack of social 

network or friends, discrimination, difficulty getting recognition for overseas 

qualifications, lack of New Zealand work experience and mental health issues. 

Nevertheless, according to the literature described above, the highest challenge is 

entering into the labour force market or acquiring suitable employment.  

According to Chile (2007), the top 10 legal issues faced by migrants and 

refugees when arriving in New Zealand are 1) Relationship with government 

departments and agencies. 2) Family-related issues. 3) Financial management. 4) 

Relationship with host communities. 5) Employment related issues. 6) 

Understanding legal issues. 7) Immigration related issues. 8) Consumer-related 

issues. 9) Criminal justice issues. 10) other issues (p. 80).  

The next section will discuss problems caused by discrimination, mental 

health issues, the lack of English and unemployment, which are four of the main 
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challenges presented in the research by the Department of Labour (2004) and the 

Ministry of Social Development (2008).  

3.3.1 Discrimination 
 

 The history of the refugee resettlement in New Zealand started in the 1930s 

when Jews from Germany and other European countries tried to escape the Nazi 

regime.  According to Beaglehole (1988), in the 1930s about 50,000 Jews applied for 

asylum in New Zealand, but only 1100 applications were granted. Likewise, Treen 

(2013) argues that during the Second World War, thousands of Jews were 

exterminated in Europe because countries like Australia, the United Kingdom, the 

United States of America and New Zealand did not accept Jewish refugees in their 

territories. Therefore, many Jewish refugees would have been saved from the 

Holocaust if these countries had accepted them in their territories.  

Beaglehole (1988) argues that a challenge that Jewish refugees had to face 

in New Zealand was discrimination. Jewish refugees were considered to be highly 

skilled professional and business people. So, New Zealand traders felt afraid of 

Jewish refugees and looked at them as a financial threat (Beaglehole, 1988). 

Similarly, Treen (2013) argues that the New Zealand team in charge of selecting 

refugees at that time did not select Jews to be resettled into New Zealand because 

of anti-semitism. "The head of the selection team explained in 1951 that they had 

rejected those whose colouring would create too great a contrast with white New 

Zealanders" (Treen, 2013).  Such attitudes were expressed by New Zealanders 

towards refugees at the early stages of New Zealand interaction with refugees. 

However, although nowadays New Zealand receives refugees from different races, 
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Butcher, Spoonley and Trlin, 2006, argue that discrimination and social exclusion are 

challenges experienced by refugees and immigrants in New Zealand. 

As previously described, discrimination is a challenge faced by refugees in 

New Zealand (Ministry of Social Development, 2008; Department of Labour, 2004; 

Treen, 2013; Beaglehole, 1988; Ajak Yor, 2016; Revell, 2012; Butcher, Spoonley & 

Trlin, 2006). Research conducted by the Department of Labour (2004) and the 

Ministry of Social Development (2008) on discrimination against refugees, 

concluded that refugees in New Zealand experienced discrimination in many aspects 

of their daily life. According to the study, refugees in New Zealand were 

discriminated because of their race, religion and clothing (Department of Labour, 

2004).  

Discrimination against refugees in New Zealand has been manifested in 

relation to housing, study, employment, parenting and recreation  (Department of 

Labour, 2004). Moreover, some refugees said they were discriminated against by 

landlords and other people with authority such as police and public servants.  

(Department of Labour, 2004). Research by the Ministry of Social Development 

(2008) reveals that many refugees in New Zealand are not hired by employers 

because they do not have a New Zealand accent. On the one hand, the Ministry of 

Social Development (2008) recognises that it is very difficult for refugees to get a 

job in New Zealand without a Kiwi accent while the Ministry or Work and Income 

(WINZ) creates a lot of stress among the refugees by sending letters pressing them 

to get a job (Ajak Yor, 2016).  

According to Yor (2016), some refugees in New Zealand have the required 

skills to work, but are not hired because they do not have an English name. Likewise, 
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research conducted by Butcher, Spoonley and Trlin (2006) shows that many 

refugees and migrants in New Zealand experience discrimination and social 

exclusion.  Revell (2012) argues that in New Zealand a person may be discriminated 

against because they do not look like New Zealanders of European descendant. In 

addition, Revell (2012) argues that although her parents and herself were born in 

New Zealand, she has been discriminated against because she is not white-skinned 

like New Zealanders of European descendant.  Similarly, Yor (2016), presents the 

story of a refugee who had to quit his cleaning job due to racial discrimination in the 

workplace. For example, his colleagues constantly called him blacky in a 

discriminatory manner. He explained to them that he did not like to be called blacky, 

but his colleagues did not listen to him. This refugee complained to his supervisor 

and later to the manager, but nobody did anything. 

While the research conducted by the Ministry of Social Development (2008), 

the Department of Labour (2004), Treen (2013), Beaglehole (1988), Yor (2016), 

Revell (2012), Butcher, Spoonley and Trlin (2006) describe discrimination against 

refugees, there is no research in New Zealand that reports discrimination specifically 

against Colombian refugees in the country.  However, some Colombian refugees 

have claimed that they have been discriminated in New Zealand because they are 

Colombians (Colombianos en Hamilton, n.d). According to Semana (2014) people 

generally, think that all Colombians are drug addicts. Although Colombia is the main 

producer and exporter of cocaine in the world, this does not mean that all 

Colombians use drugs (Elpais, 2016; Semana 2014). This is a stigma faced by 

Colombian refugees not only in New Zealand but throughout the world (Semana, 

2014).   
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3.3.2     Mental health issues 
 

Mental health issues make another challenge faced by refugees in their 

resettlement and integration. (Darychuk & Jackson, 2015; Tippens, 2016; 

Puvimanasinghe et al., 2015; Swaroop & Deloach 2015; Sherwood & Liebling-

Kalifani, 2012; Sleijpen et al., 2013; Lenette et al., 2012; Palacio et al., 1999; Lim & 

Han, 2016; Kent, Davis, & Reich, 2014; Slobodin & de Jong, 2015; Nam et al., 2016; 

Kalmanowitz & Ho, 2016).   Pernice and Brook (1994) and Mitschke et al, (2016) 

argue that many refugees arrive in New Zealand with a high level of depression and 

anxiety. The anxiety and depression experienced by refugees are due not only to the 

difficulties they experienced before coming to New Zealand, but also to the new 

problems they face in this country after arriving and discovering that integration 

within the new culture is not easy (The National Centre of Mental Health Research, 

2010).  Obstacles in the process of integrating refugees in New Zealand make many 

of them feel frustrated, which, in turn, frustration creates anxiety and 

depression(The National Centre of Mental Health Research, 2010). 

              Many refugees have been forced to flee from their home countries; in this 

journey, they have lost all their belongings (ACNUR, 2011). Some refugees have 

suffered violence and inhuman treatments such as torture and rape (ACNUR, 2011). 

According to Orjuela (2012), hundreds of refugees have been forced to observe 

human massacres.   Orjuela (2012) argues that in Colombia, women often become 

the principal objective of war and that armed groups rape women and children to 

demonstrate their power and strength. ACNUR (2014) claims that in Colombia many 

women have been tortured, raped or killed as revenge against rival armed groups 
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and their relatives. All these problems experienced by refugees create psychological 

trauma. 

Refugees who experience trauma develop a range of emotional and physical 

symptoms which vary from person to person (Moroz, 2005; Mel, 2016). Emotional 

symptoms relate to the state of shock, disbelief, irritability, denial, ire, feeling guilt 

and shame, feelings of grief, confusion, anxiety, and isolation. Physical symptoms 

include headaches, frequent dizziness, insomnia, nightmares, staying on alert, 

nervousness and fatigue (Mel, 2016). Many refugees also suffer from Post-Traumatic 

Stress Disorder (PTSD). The most common symptoms of PTSD are frightening 

thoughts, bad dreams, reliving the trauma over and over (flashbacks), racing heart 

or sweating (Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder, 2016).   In order to achieve adaptation 

and integration, refugees have to overcome these problems (Ssenyonga et al., 2013). 

Research on Cambodian refugees and Somalis refugees in New Zealand 

concluded that many of them were able to overcome the challenge of mental health 

issues to achieve integration in New Zealand (Live, 2008; Mohamed, 2011).  Ho, Au, 

Bedford and Cooper (2003) argued that numerous Indo-Chinese refugees 

experienced serious torture and trauma before their resettlement in New Zealand. 

These traumatic experiences can continue to affect the refugees' mental health in 

their integration process along with problems caused by the language barrier, 

unemployment, isolation and culture shock. Ater (1998) argues that some refugees 

continue experiencing depression and post-traumatic stress disorder even after two, 

three and five years of their resettlement in the new country.  
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3.3.3    The lack of English     
  
  Lack of English is a significant challenge faced by most refugees when they 

arrive in New Zealand (Ministry of Business Innovation and Employment, 2012). 

Speaking English correctly is the key to the successful integration of a refugee in New 

Zealand. With a good command of English, a person could have access to work, 

education and make friends. "Not being able to speak the host language is not only 

a barrier to economic integration but also to social interaction and full participation 

in New Zealand society" (Ministry of Business Innovation and Employment, 2012, p. 

vii).  Many resettled refugees in New Zealand claim that their major challenge has 

been the lack of English (Change Makers Refugee Forum, 2012; Gee, 2017).    

 Language problems occur in other countries where Colombian refugees have 

settled. Bermudez (2013) conducted qualitative fieldwork research in London about 

the experiences of Colombian refugees in that city. The study concluded that 

Colombian refugees struggled to learn English. As a result, their socio-economic 

integration in London had been difficult and many Colombian refugees had not 

achieved a successful integration there (Bermudez, 2013).  

According to Sanchez (2016), the first Latin American refugees arrived in New 

Zealand between the 1970s and 1980s; the first people to arrive were the Chileans, 

followed by the Salvadorians, and the latest were the Colombian refugees from 

2007. According to the Encyclopaedia of New Zealand (2005), 374 Chilean refugees 

were resettled in New Zealand from 1974 to 1981.  The NGO Auckland Latin 

American Community (ALAC, n.d) states that Salvadorian refugees were resettled in 

New Zealand in 1989 from Mexico. Sanchez (2016) shows that the highest challenge 

faced by the Latin American refugees in New Zealand has been language barriers. 
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Likewise, Nash, Wong and Trlin (2004), showed that cultural differences and 

language barriers were significant issues affecting the speed of integration for 

Chinese refugees and migrants into New Zealand society.  

According to Ho, Au, Bedford and Cooper (2003), lack of English among Asian 

refugees and immigrants created extra barriers that led to inadequate awareness 

and knowledge about New Zealand’s health care system and consequently, may 

prevent these people from attending health services. The lack of English could make 

a refugee feel overwhelmed in New Zealand because they did not understand the 

various letters they received from Work and Income (Ajak Yor, 2016).  

 The Department of Internal Affairs (2013) argues that, although the lack of 

English is a barrier, this should motivate these people to learn English to help to 

integrate into New Zealand society. In order to achieve English proficiency, the 

Department of Internal Affairs (2013) suggests that refugees should study English 

formally, try to communicate in English with the native speakers, practice speaking 

English at home and engaging with English language media. In addition, the 

Department of Internal Affairs (2013) says it is important to speak English with co-

workers at the workplace. However, it is very difficult for many refugees to get jobs 

if they do not know English which leads to another major obstacle that many 

refugees have to face.  

3.3.4      Unemployment  
 

Unemployment is another major challenge faced by many resettled refugees 

not only in New Zealand, but in most of other countries (Department of Labour, 

2004; Frost, 2015; Pahud, 2008; Feeney, 2000; Tomlinson & Egan, 2002; Phillimore 



36 
 

& Goodson, 2006; Ayak Yor, 2016; Lyon, Sepulveda & Syrett, 2007; Crea, Loughry, 

O’Halloran, & Flannery, 2016; Ministry of Social Development, 2008).  According to 

Lyon, Sepulveda and Syrett (2007) “refugees face multiple constraints with regard 

to integrating into the society in which they have to live and work” (p. 363).  

Sepulveda and Syrett (2007), Feeney (2000) argue that the 10 most common 

barriers preventing refugees from gaining employment in the UK are: 1) Lack of 

adequate spoken and written English. 2) Lack of work experience gained in the 

United Kingdom. 3) Non-recognition of qualifications obtained overseas.  4) Lack of 

information about employment and training services (including job centres). 5) Lack 

of information about refugee support networks and organisations. 6) Lack of 

knowledge about job search culture and the labour market. 7) Cultural barriers to 

effective job seeking e.g. suspicion of application forms. 8) Employers’ lack of 

understanding of immigration status. 9) Racial discrimination by employers. 10) Lack 

of childcare provision (Feeney, 2000, p. 343, 344). 

Feeney (2000) argues that non-recognition of qualifications obtained 

overseas is a barrier preventing refugees to get employment. Phillimore and 

Goodson (2006) argue that "whilst newly arrived asylum seekers and refugees 

(ASRs) have both skills and qualifications, they are currently experiencing high levels 

of unemployment and those who are employed are working in low-skilled jobs with 

earnings far below the average" (p. 1,715).  

Tomlinson and Egan (2002) state that: "although many UK-based refugees 

have professional qualifications and experience, they experience high 

unemployment" (p. 1,019). Thus, Phillimore and Goodson (2006) show that asylum 
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seekers and refugees have to experience social exclusion and this prevents them to 

be hired by an employer. It is evident that for refugees living in the United Kingdom 

it is difficult to find a job. As previously described, refugees have to face different 

issues and challenges to achieve integration in the community, but it seems that the 

most difficult matter for them is to obtain employment (Tomlinson & Egan, 2002).  

According to Pahud (2008) in New Zealand, most refugees, including 

Colombians, have to wait for many years to find a suitable employment. A former 

refugee said: “Refugees in New Zealand are desperate to work, but struggle to find 

opportunities” (Frost 2015, para. 15). Talking about newly resettled refugees in the 

country the former refugee added: "Some of them, when they arrive here, they say, 

'Oh New Zealand, it's just like heaven'. But once they are settled in the community, 

they think, 'Oh, New Zealand's like hell.'" (Frost, 2015, para. 16).  Frost (2015) argues 

that lack of work experience in New Zealand is an obstacle that makes it difficult for 

refugees to get a job. Many refugees are not accepted by some companies due to 

the lack of local experience. Concerning this, a refugee said that if New Zealand 

companies did not hire them, then refugees may never gain the work experience 

that is required by the employers (Frost, 2015). In other words, employers should 

give refugees the opportunity to obtain work experience; otherwise, they might 

never be able to find a job in New Zealand (Frost, 2015).  

Frost (2015) argues that it is difficult to find a job in New Zealand without 

work experience in the country. In contrast, Wiebe’s (2013) research with 

Colombian refugees resettled in Vancouver Canada, shows that many Colombian 

refugees are able to find employment there without work experience. For example, 

according to Wiebe (2013), when a Colombian woman refugee applied for a job in 
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Canada, the employer asked her if she had work experience in Canada. She 

responded that she had no work experience yet in Canada; then, the employer told 

her that without employment experience in the country he could not hire her. The 

Colombian refugee told the employer that if he gave her the opportunity, she could 

do an excellent job. Thus, the employer decided to give her the opportunity. As a 

result, this Colombian refugee has been working there for more than five years 

(Wiebe, 2013). It seems that Colombian refugees in Canada and the United States 

of America integrate much easier and faster into the workforce than refugees in 

New Zealand (Immigration and Refugee Board of Canada, 2014; Department of 

State, n.d; Wiebe, 2013; UNHCR, 2011). 

3.4 The importance of reconciliation during the integration process 
 

 It is natural that Colombian refugees experience the symptoms of culture 

shock when being resettled in a new country (Pedersen, 1995). This means that 

refugees could at first feel happy when they arrive in the new country; because for 

them the new country could seem to be better than the country of first asylum 

(Ministry of Health, 2012). For instance, many refugees who had to live in refugee 

camps find New Zealand much better than living in those camps. Likewise, many 

urban refugees who were living in developing countries think in the same way 

(Hayward, 2011). That is why leaving those developing countries and coming to live 

in a developed country makes them feel lucky (Hayward, 2011). Nonetheless, 

according to Frost (2015) when these refugees are resettled in the community they 

begin to discover that life in New Zealand is not perfect. It is at this moment that the 
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refugees begin to feel frustrated, realising that life in the new country is harder than 

they thought (Department of Labour, 2004).  

 According to the Ministry of Social Development (2008), many refugees 

become annoyed with the culture of the new country which may differ from theirs 

in aspects such as customs, practices, ways of being, rituals, types of clothing, food, 

language, religious beliefs and local behavioural norms.  Likewise, the Ministry of 

Health (2012) affirms that some refugees become depressed in the process of 

integrating into a society they do not understand and dislike (Ministry of Health, 

2012). Many refugees feel upset and some may want to return to their home 

country, even though this is not possible for the majority of them (ACNUR, Manual 

de Reasentamiento del ACNUR, 2011). According to Pedersen (2015), the refugees 

should try to reconcile themselves with the new resettlement country in order to 

integrate and rebuild their lives in the resettlement country. A key to accomplishing 

this is accepting New Zealand as their new home.  

 According to Skyrme (2008) and Gordon (2012) integration is achieved by 

taking appropriate steps to become part of the community. Therefore, Skyrme 

(2008), Valenta (2008), Gordon (2012) and the Ministry of Business Innovation and 

Employment (2012) suggest that the main activity that a refugee must carry out in 

order to integrate is to learn English. To do this, the person should be willing to study 

the new language and to reach an English level where he/she is able to communicate 

with other people and make friends (Skyrme, 2008; Valenta, 2008; Gordon, 2012; 

Ministry of Business Innovation and Employment, 2012). Once the refugee has 

advanced in the learning of English and created friends, he/she will feel more 

integrated into the country (Ministry of Social Development, 2008).  According to 
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Skyrme (2008), some refugees study English full-time for several years in order to 

reconcile themselves with the new culture and rebuild their lives in this country. 

The Ministry of Social Development (2008) says that after refugees have 

acquired an advanced level of English the second logical step concerning accepting 

their lives in New Zealand is studying for a career or getting a job. Many refugees 

have to revalidate their qualifications in New Zealand and others have to re-train for 

their career (Ministry of Social Development, 2008). According to the Ministry of 

Business Innovation and Employment (2014) getting a suitable job is essential for 

integrating into New Zealand society. However, according to the study conducted 

by the Department of Labour (2004) and the research carried out by the Ministry of 

Social Development (2008) it is not easy for adult refugees to get suitable 

employment in New Zealand, but not impossible. The experiences of eight refugees 

documented by the Ministry of Business Innovation and Employment (2014) show 

that starting a new life in New Zealand was not easy for them, but now those eight 

refugees are integrated into New Zealand society.  

Young people learn English more easily and integrate faster than adults; in 

addition, they easily find appropriate employment after graduating. According to 

Dooney (2016) Crayton-Brown (2016) and RNZ (2017), in 2012 a young refugee 

named Daniel and his mother arrived in New Zealand from Ecuador as Colombian 

refugees. This young Colombian former refugee integrated successfully into the 

Lower Hutt community (Dooney, 2016; Crayton-Brown, 2016; RNZ, 2017). He is 

president of the New Zealand National Refugee Youth Council and is completing a  

Bachelor's degree in political science, development studies and international 
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relations at the Victoria University of Wellington (Dooney, 2016; Crayton-Brown, 

2016; RNZ, 2017). The literature demonstrates that learning English is the most 

significant activity that refugees should undertake in order to reconcile themselves 

with the new culture and rebuild their lives in the country. 

3.5 Resignation: a necessary quality for integrating into New  
 Zealand   society 
 

Refugees should try to focus on the positive facts they possess in the 

resettlement country and the support they are receiving from the government 

(Ministry of Social Development, 2008; New Zealand Immigration, n.d).  ACNUR 

(1997) says that focusing on positive aspects makes it easier for refugees to accept 

their living conditions in the new country, in order to achieve integration. Indeed, a 

goal for the UNHCR is that refugees successfully integrate into the community, 

either in the first country of asylum or in a third country of resettlement (ACNUR, 

1997). However, to achieve this objective, it is necessary to provide social support 

for all refugees (ACNUR, 211). In turn, refugees need to do their part in trying to 

integrate into the country (ACNUR, 1997; Dooney, 2016).   

When refugees arrive in the country, they begin to experience the symptoms 

of culture shock, so it is normal that at some stage a refugee rejects the new country 

and wants to return to Colombia (Pedersen, 1995). Nevertheless, it is possible that 

the Colombian refugees end up accepting New Zealand as their new country and 

home. In this sense, it could be said that the Colombian refugees have resigned 

themselves to staying in this country and making New Zealand their new home 

(Pedersen, 1995). Someone might think that using the expression "resigning 
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themselves" to live in New Zealand, is conveying the idea that living in New Zealand 

is horrible. But it is not really so, New Zealand is a beautiful country to live in, but 

refugees are new in the country and are experiencing the symptoms of culture shock 

and PTSD (Pedersen, 1995). So, they may think and feel that their country, culture 

and language are the best in the world; and consequently, refuse to accept the 

changes. However, once they overcome the culture shock and accept the new 

country, one could say that they have resigned themselves to rebuild their lives in 

the new country (Pedersen, 1995). 

Resignation is associated with resilience. Sociologically, resilience is "the 

ability of groups or communities to cope with external stresses and disturbances as 

a result of social, political, and environmental change" (Brand & Jax, 2007, p. 3).  

Likewise, Lim and Han (2016) affirm that resilience “is associated with successful 

adaptation and refers to one's ability to effectively adapt to stress caused by serious 

trauma or adversity” (p. 167). Some refugees have not integrated into a country 

because they have not developed resignation and resilience (ACNUR, 1997).  

It is important that refugees develop resilience in order to achieve successful 

integration in a new country (Ssenyonga et al., 2013).  Many studies have been 

conducted about refugees' resilience (Darychuk & Jackson, 2015; Tippen, 2016; 

Puvimanasinghe et al., 2015; Swaroop & Deloach 2015; Sherwood & Liebling-

Kalifani, 2012; Sleijpen et al., 2013; Lenette et al., 2012; Palacio et al., 1999; Lim & 

Han, 2016; Kent, Davis, & Reich, 2014; Slobodin & de Jong, 2015; Nam et al., 2016; 

Kalmanowitz & Ho, 2016; Riley and Masten, 2005; Bonanno et al., 2011). For 

example, during the study conducted at Nakivale camp in Southwest Uganda, 

resident Congolese refugees showed that resilience facilitated protection against 
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PTSD among refugees in that camp (Ssenyonga et al., 2013). Also, qualitative 

research about attributions1 of survivors of war discloses that recovery from Post-

Traumatic Stress symptoms is possible due to developing resilience (Ajdukovic et 

al., 2013). Furthermore, after the post-war period in Vietnam, resilience played an 

important role in the recovery from Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder among civilians 

and soldiers (King, et al., 1998). Likewise, resilience has allowed West African 

refugees to adapt to their resettlement in northern Sweden (Anjum et al., 2012).  

Young refugees are able to manifest resilience as well in their resettlement 

and integration process faster than older refugees (Ernest, et al., 2015). For 

instance, an exploratory study conducted in Perth, Australia, on young refugees 

concluded that fluency in English language and resilience were vital aspects for 

successful resettlement among this group. Although young refugees face enormous 

complications, they were able to develop their resilience (Ernest, et al., 2015). In 

addition, resilience has helped North Korean refugees to integrate in South Korea 

(Beyoung et al., 2016).   

Another study conducted in Kathmandu, Nepal in regard to resilience 

amongst urban refugees, concluded that "external support is vital, but should be 

designed in a way that builds resilience and facilitates coping" (Thomas et al., 2011, 

p. 9). This means that refugees need social assistance to develop their capacity for 

endurance and resilience (ACNUR, 2002).  Otherwise, their settlement and 

integration into the new country will be more difficult to achieve (ACNUR, 2002; 

                                                           
1 In social psychology, attribution is the process by which individuals explain the causes of behaviour 
and events. Attribution theory is the study of models to explain those processes (Kassin, Fein, & 
Markus, 2011) 
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ACNUR, 2011; ACNUR, 1997). Indeed, prolonged displacement and poor social 

conditions can compromise the resilience in some refugees (Almedom, et al., 2005). 

The examined literature show that resignation is associated with resilience. 

Thus, the first step for refugees to rebuild their lives in the new country is to develop 

resignation. Once resigned, the refugees begin to rebuild their lives. Subsequently, 

resilience becomes evident when thanks to resignation, they can rebuild their lives 

(Drozdek, 2015).   

3.6 Conclusion 
 

To sum up, this literature review has analysed research that has been 

conducted in New Zealand and in other countries about the resettlement of 

Colombian refugees in New Zealand and including other countries with the focus on 

the main difficulties experienced by them through resettlement process.  This 

review used two types of literature such as reports and research from different 

government agencies and NGOs and academic publications 

Research from the Ministry of Business Innovation and Employment of New 

Zealand (2014), the Department of Labour (2004), Immigration New Zealand (2017), 

and the New Zealand Red Cross (n.d) show that refugees in New Zealand receive 

preparation for their resettlement before and after their arrival to the country. 

Likewise, research from Immigration and Refugee Board of Canada (2014) and the 

United States of America’s Department of State (n.d) shows that refugees in Canada 

and in the United States receive limited preparation for their resettlement in these 

countries.  
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It is observed/discussed that Colombian refugees in New Zealand receive 

six weeks of preparation for resettlement in the community. Likewise, in Canada, 

the United States of America and many other resettlement countries Colombian 

refugee receive preparation for their resettlement in those countries. Nevertheless, 

in some of these countries, refugees integrate quicker into the workforce than 

refugees in New Zealand. 

Some other research from the Ministry of Health (2012), Beaglehole (1988), 

Liev (2008), Mohamed (2011), Nash, Wong and Trlin (2004), Sanchez (2016), the 

Department of Labour (2004), Chile (2007), the Ministry of Social Development 

(2008)  and others, describe the main challenges faced by refugees in New Zeeland 

that include the lack of English, limited  social network, discrimination, mental 

health issues, restricted recognition of overseas qualifications, lack of New Zealand 

work experience and narrow potential of getting a suitable job. The literature review 

indicates that integration of refugees in New Zealand is possible, but this is not a 

fast and easy process. For young people, it is much easier to learn English language 

and therefore they integrate faster than adults. Learning English, making friends and 

integrating into the workforce are important steps for adults’ integration.  
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CHAPTER FOUR: RESEARCH DESIGN AND METHODS 
 
4.1  Introduction 
 

This chapter presents the methodological approach used to conduct this 

research. Firstly, I describe the methodology used in this study. Secondly, I describe 

the methods of data collection and analysis including oral history interviews, focus 

groups and diaries/journals. Finally, I conclude this chapter explaining the sample 

procedures of recruiting participants, analysis and ethical considerations in the 

implementation of this study. 

4.2 Methodology 
 

   The qualitative methodological approach of this study is an ethnographic 

collection of oral stories.  According to O'Leary (2014), ethnography is "the study 

of cultural groups in a bid to understand, describe and interpret a way of life from 

the point of view of its participants" (p. 133).  Likewise, Singer (2009), argues that 

although many researchers provide different definitions for the term ethnography, 

everyone accepts that ethnography is related to the study of people, their culture 

and beliefs.  Similarly, Revell (2012) affirms that “ethnography is a qualitative 

approach in which the researcher describes and interprets the shared and learned 

patterns of values, behaviours, beliefs, and language of a culture-sharing group” (p. 

65). I have selected the ethnographic collection of oral stories as the most 

appropriate approach to conduct this study based on the stories of Colombian 

refugees in their long process of resettlement and integration in New Zealand. 
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The stories of this study were collected mainly through oral history 

interviews. “Oral history is a method of gathering information. It is the sound or 

video recording of an interview with someone who speaks from personal 

experience about a subject of historical interest.” (Ministry for Culture and 

Heritage, 2016, parra. 1; Yow, 2005; Haynes, 2006).  So, "oral history is a sound 

recording of historical information, obtained through an interview that preserves a 

person’s life history or eyewitness account of a past experience" (Introduction to 

Oral History, 2016, p. 1; Yow, 2005; Haynes, 2006).   Oral history “can also be the 

printed version of the material that has been recorded, whether a verbatim 

transcript or one that has been edited for publication” (Ministry for Culture and 

Heritage, 2016, para. 2; Yow, 2005; Haynes, 2006).  I have followed the guidance 

provided by the Ministry of Culture and Heritage of New Zealand (Ministry for 

Culture and Heritage, 2016) and the guidance from Baylor University Institute for 

Oral History (2016) for the oral history research project. 

The ethnography and oral history research methodology implemented in 

this study has been the most effective way of documenting the narrative 

experiences of Colombian refugees in New Zealand because this approach has 

permitted me to collect and present the stories of the participants in a 

chronological order2 which provides a better understanding of each story.  

 

 

                                                           
2   Although people tend to jump all over the place in interviews, my interview questions were 
designed to collect information in a chronological order. See appendix C and appendix D. 
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4.3 Methods of data collection   
 

 A qualitative study is an interpretive research based on collecting a variety 

of data, which has the purpose of studying people in specific situations in their daily 

environment (Christensen, Johnson, & Turner, 2015). According to this definition, 

this is a qualitative study; as previously described this study uses the ethnographic 

and oral history approaches as methodology so that the participants shared their 

stories and experiences of life (Mills & Gay, 2016). My data collection methods for 

this study were oral history interviews, one focus group and personal diaries. In this 

study, I followed the advice of Mills and Gay (2016), in such a way that I made an 

effort to ask the participants to tell their stories in a chronological order with the 

aim of getting an in-depth understanding of their trajectories. 

4.4 Oral history interviews 
 

  O’Leary (2014) defines interview as “a method of data collection that 

involves researchers seeking open-ended answers related to a number of 

questions, topic areas, or themes” (p. 217).  An interview allows the researcher to 

obtain verbal responses from the interviewee, with the objective of providing 

information that permits conduct the study. Later the interview data is analysed to 

understand the meaning (Dowling, Lloyd, & Suchet-Pearson, 2016). It is considered 

that in some cases this research method may be more effective than surveys 

because it obtains in-depth understanding from participants (Dowling et al., 2016).  

According to Firmin (2012) and Ayres (2012), structured interviews and 

semi-structured interviews are frequently used in research. Stuckey (2013), 

includes narrative interviews in the list of qualitative studies.  The narrative 
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interview is a type of semi-structured interview in which the interviewees can 

express freely their life’s experiences (Stuckey, 2013). Whatever type of interview 

the researcher plans to use, he\she needs to follow pre-planned and outlined 

procedures, with the aim of getting the best interview results. Hence, according to 

the New Zealand Ministry of Culture and Heritage (2016) the main principles and 

procedures for recording an oral history interview are: selection of the type of 

interview such as life history interviews (focuses on the life and experiences of the 

participants) and topic interviews (focuses on a specific subject experienced by the 

participants). After that, the next procedures are:  1) following the Code of Ethical 

and Technical Practice for data collection methods, 2) preparation for the 

interviews, 3) having a preliminary meeting with the participants before the 

interview, 4) conducting the interviews and 5) processing the interviews. 

In the beginning, my goal was to conduct 10 semi-structured oral history 

interviews with Colombian refugees living in Hamilton but I finally conducted 12 

interviews.   The interviews were modelled on a questionnaire that was used in a 

preliminary oral history project, conducted in 2008 about first-generation Dutch 

immigrants to New Zealand (Donaghey, Papoutsaki, & Strickland, 2008). My semi-

structured oral history questionnaire was also based on oral history guidelines 

issued by the New Zealand Ministry of Culture and Heritage (A guide to recording 

oral history, 2016). These two questionnaires3 were adapted to the situation of 

Colombian refugees in New Zealand. In this way, the questionnaires described 

above were a suitable guide for developing my own questionnaire. 

                                                           
3 Refer to the Appendix C and Appendix D to see the questions as a used guidance for the interview 
and focus group questionnaire. 



50 
 

In section 4.7 "Sampling and Recruitment" it is explained how the 

participants were recruited and how I obtained their contact details. Before 

conducting the interviews with the participants, I had a conversation with them by 

phone in this conversation, I explained the procedures to the participants and 

provided them with all necessary information about the study. I invited them to 

participate in a focus group as well and in the writing of a diary. All the relevant 

documents such as information sheets, consent forms and interview 

questionnaires, were provided to every participant at least 15 days prior to the 

interviews, with the objective of familiarising them with the project and giving 

sufficient time for them to recall and organise their memories. Next, I had 12 

interviews with the participants in their homes at different dates and times.  

Once in the house of the participants, I had a friendly conversation with 

them. After that, I asked the participants to sign the research participation consent 

form, then I began the interviews. During the interviews, I was very attentive to the 

responses of the participants, I also took note of how the questions were answered 

by them. I paid special attention to their facial expressions, the movement of their 

hands and the tone of their voices. In this way, the body language of the 

participants added more information to their verbal responses and I could sense 

how they felt while talking about their experiences. My intention was to gauge how 

calm and comfortable the participants felt by telling their stories, so they could 

respond more freely to the questions printed in the questionnaire and respond to 

additional spontaneous questions that arose during the interview. 

 The length of the interviews varied on the availability of the participants 

and the amount of information they were willing to share. The shortest interview 
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lasted 32 minutes, while the longest lasted 78 minutes. Almost 12 hours of audio 

recording were collected, including the recording of a focus group. In total, the 

average of the 12 interviews were 54 minutes. The oral history interviews were 

audio recorded with the permission of the participants. After the interviews, I 

thanked the participants for sharing their stories and again invited them to 

participate in the focus groups and in the writing of the diaries. Because most of 

the participants are not very fluent in the English language the interviews were 

conducted in Spanish which is the mother tongue of the participants. This 

permitted the participants more freedom to express their thoughts and feelings. 

 Every interview was transcribed and translated into English.  In a number 

of cases, the follow-up interviews were conducted for further clarification.  

However, in the majority of the cases, this was not necessary because at the end 

of each interview the participants continued telling me more details about their 

stories. This information was very useful for including in the research. 

4.5 Focus groups 
 

  Focus groups are another data collection method that can be employed in 

qualitative studies in which subjects are interviewed about a topic (O’Leary, 2014; 

Collis & Hussey, 2009). The group members are selected by the researcher to 

collect data from their personal experiences to provide a better understanding of 

the study subject (O’Leary, 2014; Collis & Hussey, 2009). Ivanoff and Hultberg 

(2006) define focus group as follows: 

Focus-group methodology can be regarded as a specific research method 
within qualitative methodology with its own form of methodological 
criteria, as well as its own research procedures. Participants construct a 
framework to make sense of their experiences, and in interaction with 
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others these experiences will be modified, leading to the construction of 
new knowledge. The role of the group leader is to facilitate a fruitful 
environment for the meaning to emerge and to ensure that the 
understanding of the meaning emerges independently of the interpreter. 
Focus-group methodology thus shares, in the authors’ view, some basic 
assumptions with social constructivism. (p. 1)             

 

 According to Adams, Khan and Reaside (2014), the formation of a focus 

group requires a lot of careful preparation and the researcher and the participants 

of the focus group should prepare themselves before the meeting. Similarly, 

O'Leary (2014) states that it is not always easy to bring together participants who 

will be part of a focus group. Therefore, a solution suggested by O'Leary (2014) to 

cope with this issue, is to have online focus groups with participants that can be 

located in different parts of the world. Some advantages of focus groups are that 

they are: “useful for exploring ideas and concepts, providing a window into 

participants’ internal thinking, can obtain in-depth information, can examine how 

participants react to each other, allows probing, most content can be tapped, and 

allows quick turnaround” (Christensen, Johnson & Tunner, 2015, p. 74). 

 I managed to conduct one focus group with three participants.  The aim of 

this focus group was to observe the interaction between the participants. In turn, 

this helped to determine their level of integration in the Colombian community and 

in New Zealand society. In addition, my objective was to add more insights to the 

12 interviews I had already conducted.  Thus, the questions4 for the focus group 

were taken from the interview questionnaires in order to determine if the answers 

were similar to the interviews.  

                                                           
4 Refer to the Appendix D to see the draft questions for the focus group questionnaire. 
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 Prior to the focus group, I informed the participants about focus group 

procedures, such as the purpose of the research, duration of the meeting, the 

agreement consent form and future use of data collection. The focus group was 

held on Saturday at one of the participants’ home. The three participants in the 

focus group shared valuable information for the development of this study. I served 

as moderator at the meeting.  

During the course of the meeting, I asked the participants questions and 

each of them answered in turn. I paid close attention to the answers given by the 

participants, I also took notes of their behaviour and body language during the 

meeting. Something that caught my attention was that the participants were eager 

to share their stories. The focus group was conducted in Spanish, the mother 

tongue of the participants.  I transcribed and translated the recording  into English.5 

4.6 Diaries/Journals 
 

According to Adams, Khan and Raeside (2014), depending on the type of 

information, diaries can be used as a method of data collection in quantitative or 

qualitative research projects. "Diaries offer a valuable alternative or adjunct to 

interviewing in qualitative research, particularly when it is desirable to collect data 

unaffected by the researcher’s presence” (Nicholl, 2010, p. 20).  Nicholl (2010) 

states that diaries are used as data collection method also in exploratory research 

about behaviour, lifestyle, patterns and so on. Diaries allow participants to express 

and record their intimate thoughts and can provide valuable information to 

                                                           
5  I translated the focus group information into English and in order to verify translation accuracy, a 
recognised translator (Spanish / English) checked the translation and certify that the translation is 
correct. 
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research that perhaps could not be collected through other methods such as 

interviews and focus groups (Alaszewski, 2006).  "Research diaries and journals 

have been used predominantly in biographical and historical research" (Vannini, 

2008, p. 2).  

Diaries have been an appropriate tool employed in this study to collect the 

stories, thoughts and feelings of Colombian refugees in New Zealand.  My purpose 

for using diaries was to determine the level of integration of the participants in the 

country. For this reason, diaries are useful for finding out people’s feelings and 

activities of these people in the country. The diaries provide more detailed 

information on the daily interaction of participants within New Zealand society, 

allowing in this way to measure their level of integration in the country. 

 For this research, only four of participants submitted their diaries. I 

informed the participants about the procedures and purpose of writing the diaries. 

Even though most people use computers nowadays, I asked participants to write 

their diaries in a notebook because in Colombian culture, people describe their 

feelings better by hand-writing on a notebook than using a computer. Anecdotal 

evidence suggests that, Colombians usually affirm that writing a letter by hand to 

their loved ones is more expressive than doing it on a computer. The participants 

were asked to write at least 50 words every day. The task consisted of describing 

their everyday activities/lifestyle, including their emotional response. These 

records allowed me to determine the level of integration of the participants in the 

country and how resilience has become evident in their cases.   

The diaries were divided into three parts. Part one encouraged the 

participants to give short statements about their life before leaving Colombia, their 
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stay in Ecuador and their resettlement in New Zealand. In part two, I asked the 

participants to write at least 50 words each day regarding their daily activities and 

feelings about the events described above. The last part allowed participants to 

add any additional material that they wanted to share.  After eight weeks, I 

collected the diaries from their homes and proceeded with the analysis of these 

diaries. The diaries were written in Spanish, but these were not completely 

translated into English. Some portions of the diaries were translated into English 

and have been included in the findings chapter. 

Of the four diaries submitted, three of them were very useful to include in 

the findings, while the fourth diary produced very simple material that did not 

merit being included in the findings. Nevertheless, the four diaries served to 

determine the level of integration of the participants in the country.  It was not 

easy for me to motivate Colombian refugees to write the diaries.  From my own 

experience using diaries as a method of data collection, I have learned that this 

method should not be used if participants are not disciplined. In other words, the 

success of this data collection method depends on the participants having a high 

motivation to write these dairies and have the time available for them and be 

disciplined. Otherwise, this data collection method will not be successful. I think 

that the best motivation for a person to write a diary every day would be if he/she 

was offered a monetary incentive for each day he/she writes in the diary.   

4.7 Sampling and Recruitment 
        
       According to Morse (2011) “Sampling is the deliberate selection of the most 

appropriate participants to be included in the study, according to the way that the 
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theoretical needs of the study may be met by the characteristics of the 

participants” (p. 2).    To rephrase it, a sample represents the population or people 

who take part in a research (Collis & Hussey, 2009). Because this is a qualitative 

research project, it was not necessary to perform a random selection of 

participants (Morse, 2011). Participants were selected using the following four 

criteria6.   

 Being a former Colombian refugee.  

 Having been recognised as a refugee in Ecuador.  

 Having been resettled in New Zealand from Ecuador.  

 Older than 18 years. 

According to O'Leary (2014) and Guest, Bunce and Johnson (2006), there are 

no hard-and-fast rules about the sample size of a study. So, sample size depends on 

many factors such as research approach, methodology, data collection methods, 

scope, timeline, budget and analysis method. Creswell (1998) recommends five to 

25 participants for qualitative research. Likewise, Morse (1994) argues that 

qualitative research should have at least six participants and Dukes (1984) 

recommends studying three to 10 individuals. Following the recommendations of 

these authors 13 (12 interviews and one extra for the focus group) participants 

provided a good base for this research.  

 

                                                           
6 According to Patton (2002) and Guest, Bunce and Johnson (2006) “the most common element of 
purposive samples is that participants are selected according to predetermined criteria relevant to 
a particular research objective" (p. 61). 
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Table 2. Recruited participants in the study. 
 

Participants’ 
numbers 

Gender Age 

1 M 67 
2 F 37 
3 F 50 
4 F 22 
5 M 56 
6 M 27 
7 M 60 
8 F 43 
9 F 21 

10 F 42 
11 F 65 
12 F 50 
13 F 45 

    
 

Table 3. Additional information about participants. 
 

Description 
 

Total 

Men in the study 4 
Women in the study 9 
Number of interviewees 12 
Participants in the focus group 3 
Participants in the writing diaries 4 
Participants average age 45 
 

Volunteer sampling is a method of recruiting participants in qualitative 

studies. Moreover, volunteer sampling "involves selecting a sample by asking for 

volunteers. For example, putting an ad in the newspaper or going to local 

organizations such as schools or community groups" (O’Leary, 2014, p. 190). In 

order to recruit participants, I designed and circulated advertising sheets among 

the Colombian community to promote their voluntary participation in this research 
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project7.  As a member of the Colombian refugees community in New Zealand, I 

already had contacts with several of these refugees. For that reason, I made use of 

a database that contains about 100 email addresses and through these e-mails, I 

circulated the ad sheets and invited them to take part in this study. I also posted 

the advertisement through Facebook.  

In addition, through this voluntary sampling method using the advertising 

sheets, I was able to recruit six participants who volunteered to participate in the 

study. Although I kept waiting there was no another volunteer. Therefore, I had to 

use the snowball sampling method to be able to recruit more participants. 

According to O’Leary (2014), snowball sampling “involves building a sample 

through referrals. Once an initial respondent is identified, you ask him or her to 

identify others who meet the study criteria. Each of those individuals is then asked 

for further recommendations” (p. 190).  The snowball method helped me to find 

seven more participants. 

4.7.1  Additional information about transcriptions and translations 
 

I personally transcribed the 12 interviews and the focus group. Hammersley 

(2010), argues that a researcher has to make various decisions in the process of 

producing transcripts.  Hammersley (2010) describes nine decisions that need to 

be taken to account to choose the type of transcription a researcher will perform. 

Those nine decisions involved are 1) how much of the interview to transcribe, 2) 

how to represent the recorded talk, 3) if it is necessary  determining who is the 

main speaker in a discussion' group, 4) whether to include non-word elements, 5) 

                                                           
7 Refer to Appendix E to see the Advertisement sheets. 
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Should silences and pauses be included in the transcript 6) Should we try to include 

relevant gestures and fine or gross physical movement, 7)  how to lay out the talk 

on the page in transcripts, 8)  alternative options in how to label the speakers and 

9) when it comes to providing extracts from transcripts in research reports 

(Hammersley, 2010, p. 6-9). The first decisions involved in selecting transcription 

type:  

Whether to transcribe any particular audio- or video-recording, and if so 
how much of it to transcribe. Even conversation analysts do not always 
transcribe all of the recordings they make (Peräkylä, 1997:206).  
 
 
 In the present study, I transcribed and translated the interviews and the 

focus group interview using intelligent verbatim transcription. “Intelligent verbatim 

transcription can be defined as the process of converting any type of recorded 

speech into text format and cutting out any redundant phrases and words” (Miller, 

2012, para. 1). Likewise, Salonga (n.d) states that "Intelligent verbatim 

transcription omits all ‘ums’, ‘oms’, laughter and pauses throughout the 

conversation. The transcriber performs some light editing to correct sentences and 

grammar and irrelevant words or sentences are eliminated" (para. 4).  I cut out 

word repetitions and redundant and filler expressions. In addition, I omitted 

participants' digressions. 

Digression occurs when an interviewee does not respond directly to the 

question posed and instead departs from the subject treated and begins to talk 

about things that do not contribute to the investigation.  In the transcriptions, I 

omitted all kinds of digressions made by the participants for considering it as sterile 

material for the study. I also had to edit some words and phrases that are not part 
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of formal Spanish but are colloquial words and slang not found in the Spanish- 

dictionary. Because those words have not been approved by the Spanish Royal 

Academy (RAE), these cannot be translated into English, unless those words are 

edited as I did in the transcriptions.  

4.8 Procedures of qualitative data analysis 
 

            In this study, I simultaneously collected and analysed the qualitative data 

produced by the interviews, the focus group and the diaries.  According to O’Leary, 

(2004) “qualitative data analysis involves the use of inductive (discovering) and/or 

deductive (uncovering) reasoning to generate and interpret relevant themes in 

order to achieve meaningful understanding” (p. 195). Taylor and Gibbs (2010) 

affirm that “Qualitative Data Analysis (QDA) is the range of processes and 

procedures whereby we move from the qualitative data that have been collected 

into some form of explanation, understanding or interpretation of the people and 

situations we are investigating” (para. 5).  

To perform a qualitative data analysis for this research, I followed the 

analysis guidance provided by Calliou (2004) and Fernandez (2006), which includes 

techniques and procedures for conducting narrative analysis and intuitive 

interpretation analysis.  Some of the procedures suggested are 1) collecting data, 

2) transcribing and sorting data, 3) coding data, 4) integrating information and 

looking for meaning in all of the data, 5) interpreting data and 6) drawing 

conclusions. Below is a summary of the procedures implemented by me in the 

analysis process after having collected the data. 
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4.8.1  Stage one: Transcribing and sorting data 
 

After completing each interview, I listened carefully twice to each recording 

of the interviews in order to better understand the answers given by the 

interviewees to get to know each story well and familiarise myself with these stories 

(Calliou, 2004). After this, I began to type the transcriptions of the interviews, 

listening to the audio recording for the third time. During the transcription process, 

I noticed that for every 10 minutes of audio I spent an hour transcribing, so 

transcribing an hour-long interview represented to me six hours of work. After 

completing each transcript, I read it many times very carefully to determine if they 

were understandable (Fernandez, 2016; Calliou, 2004). At that time, I discovered 

that some sentences were not comprehensible. So, I had to do some editing in order 

to prepare the documents to be translated into English (Calliou, 2004). Once the 

editing process was finished, I proceeded to translate these documents into English. 

I spent from seven to nine more hours translating each interview into English.  

Finally, I concluded this stage by organising all the data in different categories such 

as transcripts in Spanish, translations in English, numbers of women and numbers 

of men (Fernandez, 2006).  

4.8.2 Stage two: Coding data 
 

Coding means to group into categories all kinds of similar information 

discovered by the researcher in the transcripts of a study. These categories 

grouped into codes are ideas, concepts or themes of interest to the researcher 
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(Fernandez, 2006).  I started the coding process after I transcribed each interview. 

As I transcribed the interviews I identified keywords and identify codes, themes 

and patterns.  This way, I was able to find patterns that allowed me to create 60 

codes and summarize it into six main themes and 24 sub-themes as is explained in 

the findings chapter (Fernandez, 2006). 

4.8.3 Stage three:  Integrating information and looking for meaning 
 

Once I coded all the data, I proceeded to integrate the information and 

included it within the different emerged themes and in the sub-themes that arose 

(Fernandez, 2006). It is important to name these themes here as an example. I did 

this by printing out all the transcriptions and then organised individual segments 

into themes or categories. After that, I focused on looking for meanings 

(Fernandez, 2016; Calliou, 2004). This assisted me with the findings chapter.  

4.8.4 Stage four:  Interpreting data 
 

The fifth-stage includes interpreting the data collected (Fernandez, 2006). 

The findings and interpretations of the data collected in this study are given in the 

discussion and analysis chapter. 

4.8.5 Stage five:  Drawing conclusions 
 

 Drawing conclusions is the final stage in a qualitative data analysis 

(Fernandez, 2006).  So, final conclusions and thoughts of this research are 

presented in the concluding chapter. The six stages already mentioned briefly 

describe the analysis procedures that I implemented in this research.  
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4.9 Trustworthiness and Credibility 
 

 According to Lincoln and Guba (1985), one of the most important facts in 

establishing trustworthiness in research is ensuring credibility. Credibility means 

that the findings of a qualitative study are accepted and recognised as reliable and 

believable from the view of the participants (Trochim, 2006). Thus, Shenton (2004), 

identifies 14 provisions to ensure trustworthiness and credibility in research 

findings. Those 14 provisions are: 1)  the adoption of research methods well 

established, 2) the development of an early familiarity with the culture of 

participating organisations, 3)  random sampling, 4)  triangulation, 5)  tactics to help 

ensure honesty from informants when contributing data, 6) iterative questioning, 

7) negative case analysis, 8) frequent debriefing sessions, 9) peer scrutiny of the 

research project, 10) the researcher’s reflective commentary, 11) background, 

qualifications and experience of the investigator, 12) member checks, 13) thick 

description of the phenomenon under scrutiny and 14) examination of previous 

research findings.   

 In order to ensure research credibility, researchers should include in their 

studies some of the 14 provisions previously described, but it is not necessary to 

implement all of them in a research (Shenton, 2004). Therefore, in the present 

research, I followed four of the points mentioned by Shenton (2004) to prove the 

credibility of this study. Those points are: 1) adoption of appropriate, well-

recognized research methods, 2) triangulation, 3) tactics to help ensure honesty 

from informants when contributing data and 4) examination of previous research 

findings. 
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4.9.1 Adoption of appropriate, well-recognised research methods 
 

 Shenton (2004) argues that the procedures employed in a study such as 

research methodology, data collection methods and analysis methods, "should be 

derived, where possible, from those that have been successfully utilised in previous 

comparable projects" (p. 64). For this reason, in this research, I have adopted well-

recognised and appropriate research methods that are explained in depth in this 

chapter. Furthermore, the research methods employed by me in this study are very 

similar to the methods used by other researchers in previous successful studies.  

4.9.2 Triangulation 
 

“Triangulation may involve the use of different methods, especially 

observation, focus groups and individual interviews” (Shenton, 2004, p. 65). This 

study has used individual interviews, focus group and diaries as data collection 

methods. These three sources of information provided me with a better view from 

different angles the stories of resettlement and integration of Colombian refugees 

in New Zealand. In this manner, triangulation generates the credibility of the study. 

4.9.3 Tactics to help ensure honesty from informants when           
            contributing data 
 
 Shenton (2004) states that participants in an investigation should be given 

the opportunity to refuse to participate in the research. Likewise, the participants 

should not be obliged or induced to take part in the study in one way or another. 

In addition, if a person is willing to participate, he/she should also be given the 

opportunity to withdraw from the research project if he/she desires to do so. In 

this way, the researcher prevents participants from feeling pressured to participate 
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in the research. The best option is for the participants to volunteer, so they can feel 

happy to express themselves freely when they are interviewed. However, the 

participants are not obliged to answer some questions raised by the researcher. 

This means that all the answers given by the interviewee are frank and honest.  

In order to assure the credibility of the present study, I implemented the 

described tactics to help ensure honesty from informants when contributing data. 

After I transcribed and edited the interviews, I provided copies of these to the 

participants for review and feedback. So, they had the opportunity to see if the 

transcripts’ information was all correct. I gave them the opportunity to add or 

delete some information, but the participants agreed with the transcripts and I did 

not have to amend them. 

4.9.4 Examination of previous research findings 
 

 According to Shenton (2004), it is useful to examine “previous research 

findings to assess the degree to which the project’s results are congruent with 

those of past studies” (p. 69). Hence, the findings of this study which are described 

in the next chapter are congruent with other research conducted with refugees in 

New Zealand and around the world.  

4.10 Ethical Considerations 
 

 Hugman, Pittaway and Bartolomei (2011) state that there are several ethical 

issues associated with research focused on refugees. Some of those ethical issues 

include pressure to participate in research and vulnerability of refugees. I had to 

obtain ethical approval from the Unitec Research Ethics Committee (UREC) before 
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starting the data collection. To obtain the ethics approval it was necessary to follow 

ten main steps that are described in the next table.  

Table 4. Steps implemented to obtain the ethical approval. 
 

Steps Descriptions 

1 Supervisors selection 
2 Enrollment in the thesis research project 
3 Working on the research proposal 
4 Submitting research proposal to the supervisors for feedbacks  
5 Correcting proposal according to supervisors’ feedbacks 
6 Submitting the research proposal to the supervisors for approval 
7 Gaining the research proposal approval from the supervisors 
8 Submitting the research proposal to the Communication 

Department for approval 
9 Gaining the approval from the Communication Department 

10  Working in the ethics application. 
 Submitting the ethics application to the supervisors for 

approval. 
 Gaining approval from the supervisors. 
 Submitting the ethics application to the UREC. 
 Implementing any feedbacks from the UREC. 
 Gaining ethics approval.  

 

 This study implemented all ethical considerations required by the 

Unitec Research Ethics Committee (UREC).  For example, the participants' 

anonymity was protected, so pseudonyms were used to protect their identities. 

According to Ogden (2008), a “pseudonym is a fictional name assigned to give 

anonymity to a person, group, or place” (p. 692). This way, this research does not 

include any information that can reveal the identity of participants.  In addition, no 

participant in this study was pressured to respond to embarrassing questions or to 

talk about issues they did not want to share. Further, this research counted on the 

support of a professional counsellor, who was willing to attend to any participant 
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who needed it if he/she felt upset due to sharing some traumatic experience from 

the past. Fortunately, no participant requested this service as during the interviews, 

they felt comfortable and happy to share their stories. Finally, the translator 

checked all transcripts and signed a confidentiality agreement to treat with absolute 

confidence all information showed to her. The same agreement was signed by me 

as well. 
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CHAPTER FIVE: FINDINGS 
 

5.1 Introduction 
  

 This chapter presents the stories of the participants and frames them within 

theoretical discourse of reconciliation, resilience and resignation. For instance, this 

chapter describes how the participants have reconciled themselves with New 

Zealand's culture and have resigned themselves to live here in order to rebuild their 

lives and survive. Hall’s (1993) definition of cultural identity helps to explain why 

Colombian refugees still identify themselves as refugees.  

The findings presented in this chapter are divided into two parts. In the first 

part, I introduce each participant, describing their profiles and stories. In the second 

part, I disclose and explore six main themes and 24 sub-themes8.  The first theme is 

called ‘Living in Colombia’; the sub-themes here are the life in Colombia before 

being a victim of the armed conflict and Living conditions before escaping from 

Colombia. The second theme is ‘Living in Ecuador’; the sub-themes include arriving 

in Ecuador, living conditions in Ecuador, the asylum process in Ecuador, the process 

of re-settling in New Zealand and preparation prior to come to New Zealand.  The 

third theme is ‘Resettlement in New Zealand’. Its Sub-themes are the first six weeks 

in New Zealand, preparation in the Mangere Refugee Resettlement Centre, 

settlement into the community, relationships with others in the community and 

living conditions in the community. 

                                                           
8  Refer to the appendix: G to see the list of the 60 codes. 
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 The fourth theme is called ‘Integration process into New Zealand society’; 

the sub-themes are the challenges for achieving integration, feelings about New 

Zealand, reconciliation and resignation, identity and resilience. The fifth theme is 

‘Appropriate support to refugees’, the sub-themes here are support in the Mangere 

Refugee Resettlement Centre, support by WINZ, support by Housing New Zealand 

Corporation, support for employment and support for education. The sixth theme 

is titled ‘The refugee term’; and the sub-themes are wrong use of refugee term and 

discrimination associated with the refugee term. 

5. 2 The participants, their profiles and stories 
 

 Below is a table with general information about the participants and their 

pseudonym. Due to ethical considerations, the identities of the participants remain 

confidential. 

Table 5. Participants’ introduction and participation in the study. 

Pseudonym Participated in 
the interviews 

Participated in 
the focus 

group 

Participated in 
the diaries 

writing 
Henry Yes Yes Yes 
Sara Yes No Yes 

Rebeca Yes Yes Yes 
Magdalena Yes No No 

Alekos Yes No No 
Mateo Yes No Yes 
Arturo Yes No No 
Teresa Yes No No 

Ramona Yes No No 
Claudia Yes No No 
Marta Yes No No 

Mariana Yes No No 
Laura No Yes No 

 
 



70 
 

5.2.1  Henry  
     

Henry was born in Colombia in 1950. He finished high school and then studied 

agricultural sciences. He worked for the Ministry of Agriculture and later he retired 

to venture into politics. Henry was mayor of a municipality of Colombia for two 

terms. In Colombia Henry was kidnapped for two weeks by a guerrilla group. After 

his release, he and his family had to go to Ecuador to seek international protection. 

Henry arrived in Ecuador on November 22, 2007. He settled in the city of Azogues 

in southern Ecuador. Two months later the government of Ecuador granted Henry 

refugee status. On December 24, 2008, Henry arrived in New Zealand as a resettled 

refugee.  

5.2.2      Sara  
  

Sara was born in Puerto Boyacá Colombia in 1980. In Colombia, Sara 

graduated from high school and later worked as a farmer. Sara’s life changed since 

the armed groups came to the area where she lived. She and her neighbours lived 

in constant fear. Thus, she had to escape from her land to save her life. As a result, 

she did not feel safe in Colombia and had to move to Ecuador seeking international 

protection. Sara arrived in Ecuador in 2007. Over time, Sara and her son were 

recognised as refugees by the Ecuadorian state. Later, the UNHCR informed her that 

she would be resettled in New Zealand. Sara arrived in New Zealand in 2012. She 

was happy to be able to rebuild her life in New Zealand.  
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5.2.3     Rebeca  
 

Rebeca was born in Cali, Colombia in 1967. Due to economic problems, 

Rebeca could only study in primary school. Subsequently, when she reached 

adulthood she got into a relationship with a man with whom she had eight children. 

When Rebeca and her family were living in Tumaco her husband had a problem with 

a paramilitary group which wanted to kill him. Rebeca and her family fled to Ecuador 

in November 2006. They settled in the city of Esmeraldas. 

Over time, the government of Ecuador granted refugee status to both Rebeca and 

her eight children.  Then, the UNHCR informed Rebeca that she and her children 

could be resettled in New Zealand. Rebeca arrived in New Zealand on December 25, 

2008.  

5.2.4     Magdalena 
   

Magdalena is a single mother who has a four-year-old child. Magdalena was born in 

Cali, Colombia in 1995. In Colombia, Magdalena was never able to go to school like 

other children of similar age did. Also, she never worked because she was too young 

to work. What she did was to take care of her younger brothers, because her mother 

worked washing cars and selling lottery tickets. So, all day Magdalena had to take 

care of her younger siblings while her mother worked to bring food to their home. 

In Colombia, Magdalena’s mother started to receive death threats. She left the 

country and went to Ecuador.  Magdalena arrived in Ecuador in 2005. Over time, the 

government of Ecuador recognised the family of Magdalena as refugees. 

Subsequently, Magdalena’s family was accepted to be resettled in New Zealand. In 

2010 Magdalena arrived in New Zealand with her mother and siblings.  
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5.2.5     Alekos   
    
Alekos was born in Cali in 1957. He is married and has three children. Alekos 

currently serves as a Bilingual Driver Supervisor. In Colombia, Alekos had several 

jobs. He was also a merchant and community leader. His role as a community leader 

brought him many problems with other political leaders. These problems worsened 

to the point that his political enemies threatened him with death. This made Alekos 

feel very insecure in his hometown and he was afraid of losing his life. This forced 

him to leave his city and move to another place where his enemies could not find 

him. Alekos made the decision to go to Ecuador because he thought that in that 

country he would be protected. That is how he left Colombia on October 7, 2000, 

and arrived on October 10 in Guayaquil, Ecuador. Over time, the UNHCR asked 

Alekos and his wife if they would like to be resettled in a third country; in 2011 

Alekos arrived in New Zealand with his family.  

5.2.6     Mateo 
 

Mateo is a young man of 27 years. He was born in 1990 in Buga Colombia. He always 

stood out for being a hard worker. For example, when Mateo was just a seven-year-

old boy, he had to start working to help his mother with household expenses. Mateo 

did these tasks with great care because in this way he was helping his mother, but 

at the same time, Mateo felt sad to see how other children of similar age played 

while he had to work. Later, in 2006 Mateo's mother was murdered during the 

armed conflict. In the same incident his uncle was stabbed with a knife, but 

fortunately, he managed to escape. However, another uncle of Mateo did not have 
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the same luck and was assassinated. This situation of extreme violence experienced 

by Mateo's family in Colombia caused them to consider the serious decision to leave 

the country. Mateo arrived in Ecuador in 2007 in the company of his grandmother, 

brothers and uncle. They arrived in the city of Quito, the capital of Ecuador. Over 

time, the government of Ecuador granted refugee status to all members of this 

family. Later, the UNHCR informed them that they would be resettled in New 

Zealand. Finally, Mateo arrived in New Zealand on July 11, 2009.  

5.2.7     Arturo 
 

Arturo was born in Itagui Antioquia, Colombia in 1957. In Colombia, Arturo 

performed different kinds of works. For example, he was in the National Police for 

39 months, then dropped out because within the police he was sent to fields of the 

Department of Cauca run by guerrilla troops. He presented his irrevocable 

resignation from the police which was accepted. In Colombia, Arturo had a child, 

and when this young man was 14-year-old, he was abducted by an armed group in 

Samaniego Nariño; a few days later Arturo’s son was killed. In addition, Arturo 

received a few shots on the right arm. Finally, Arturo and his partner had to flee 

from Colombia.  Arturo and his partner came to Ibarra, Ecuador in 2008. Three 

months later he was recognised as a refugee. On May 5, 2012, Arturo arrived in New 

Zealand.  

5.2.8     Teresa 
 

Teresa was born in Bogota in 1974. This 43 years old single mother has four 

children, a male of 22 years old, a female of 20, a girl of 17 and a boy of 14 years old. 

Teresa arrived in New Zealand in 2011 from Ecuador where she lived as a refugee 
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for more than five years. In Colombia, she was an informal trader, a street vendor. 

She did not have a stable job and sold all kinds of stuff. With that job, she was able 

to obtain a daily source of income to sustain her children. Her working life started 

when she was six years old. She claims that she comes from a street vendors’ family. 

From her family, she learned the job when she was just a little girl.  Her parents were 

peanut sellers. They roasted peanuts and sold them on the streets. Thus, Teresa 

states that her life quality in Colombia was neither hard nor easy, it was average, as 

she was used to the lifestyle. 

  

5.2.9     Ramona 
 

Ramona was born in Bogotá, Colombia in 1996. She is a young mother of 

two. The father of her children is still in Ecuador. Ramona claims not to remember 

much of what her life was like in Colombia because she was just a child when she 

left the country with her mother due to the Colombian armed conflict. Ramona 

arrived in Quito, Ecuador, with her mother in 2006. When Ramona arrived in 

Ecuador she had the impression that this was a very strange country, because it was 

the first time she had been there and everything was unknown to her. Over the time, 

Ramona and her family received the refugee status and were resettled in New 

Zealand in 2011. 

 

5.2.10     Claudia 
 

Claudia was born in Cali in 1975. She is a single mother who arrived in New 

Zealand in 2014. She lived in Ecuador as a refugee for seven years. Before all this 

happened, Claudia lived very well in Colombia. She says that in Colombia she studied 
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and also worked. She worked with crafts or handicrafts. Her speciality was painting 

on wood with the focus on decoration for children. In addition, in Colombia, she 

graduated from university with the Degree in Early Childhood Education.  

5.2.11     Marta 
 

Marta was born in Colombia in 1952. After Marta finished her study, she 

began working for banks for several years. In fact, she became a bank manager, but 

later retired to take care of her small daughters and home. According to Marta, from 

childhood to adulthood her life in Colombia was very beautiful. However, Marta 

arrived in Ecuador in 2006, fleeing from the Colombian armed conflict. Over time 

Marta and her family received refugee status in Ecuador. This made her feel calmer 

because she knew that she could no longer be deported to Colombia. Subsequently, 

the UNHCR informed her that her case had been accepted for resettlement in New 

Zealand. This is how Marta came to New Zealand in 2007.  

5.2.12     Mariana 
 

Mariana was born in Colombia in 1967. In Colombia, she had several 

occupations. For example, she was a nurse, but when she had the problem that led 

her to leave Colombia, Mariana worked as a farmer. Due to the Colombian armed 

conflict, Mariana had to leave the country in 2008 after an armed group murdered 

her son and wounded her husband. In Ecuador, Mariana was not able to work as a 

nurse because she could not gain the accreditation. Later, Mariana received the 

status of refugee in Ecuador. Finally, in 2012 Mariana arrived in New Zealand with 

her husband.  
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5.2.13     Laura     
 
Laura was born in Versailles Colombia in 1972. Laura's life was affected by the 

Colombian armed conflict and like other Colombians, she had to leave the country 

in search of international protection. According to Laura, it was very difficult for her 

to suffer the consequences of the Colombian armed conflict, because at that time 

she was a single mother and was pregnant with her second child. Laura had no 

choice but to flee to Ecuador in 2005. At first, Laura felt disoriented because she did 

not know that new culture. Over time, Laura began her process of applying for 

asylum in Ecuador and later, her application for asylum was approved by the 

Ecuadorian government. Subsequently, the UNHCR offered her the opportunity to 

refer her case to New Zealand for resettlement and in 2010 she arrived in New 

Zealand with her two children.  
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5.3          The emergent themes 
 

It could be said that the life of the participants is divided into three main 

stages, which are related to their process of becoming refugees until resettlement 

in a third country. First, their lives in Colombia, where at first the participants had a 

normal life, but eventually had to flee to Ecuador. The second stage is based on their 

lives in Ecuador, where the participants came to be protected from the Colombian 

armed conflict and later requested the refugee status from the Ecuadorian Foreign 

Ministry. The third stage is about their lives in New Zealand and how the participants 

came to this country as resettled persons, to rebuild their lives and start a new life; 

where they end their journey as refugees.   

After describing the three main stages of the participants' lives, which are 

part of the first three themes, I describe the last three themes including integration 

process into New Zealand Society; appropriate support to refugees and the refugee 

term. 

5.4 Theme 1: Living in Colombia 
 

All participants were born and raised in Colombia. Almost all of them felt 

initially good about living in this country. Some of them had financial stability and 

were happy with the living conditions. Others did not have such financial stability, 

but they still felt satisfied with their living conditions in Colombia. Unfortunately, 

due to the Colombian armed conflict, the life of the participants changed 

completely. 
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5.4.1 Sub-theme 1a: Life in Colombia before becoming a victim of 
the armed conflict 
 

In this part, the participants recall how their life in the country was before 

they become victims of the Colombian armed conflict. Moreover, they describe their 

occupations and their feelings at that time.  Direct quotations from participants are 

presented below, with a brief explanation and a preliminary analysis.  The first 

quotation is from Sara’s interview: 

In Colombia, I lived in the countryside. I devoted to farming work as raising 
chickens and animals and then sold these animals. I also kept buying and 
selling new animals. And at that way, I lived in Colombia. Life in the 
countryside is always nice, I mean my childhood. In the countryside, there are 
many animals, cute birds, many rivers, there is much freedom to walk one 
way and another. There are also religious and cultural celebrations that 
make life more interesting and joyful. I lived very well in Colombia. (Sara) 

Likewise, Marta recalls her good life in Colombia too: 

In my country, I worked with banks for several years. In fact, I was the 
manager of a bank. (...) From my childhood to my adulthood my life in 
Colombia was very beautiful. I remember the very happy moments that I 
spent with my family, I had a fairly large family of 11 brothers and sisters, 
and my childhood was very beautiful. Then my adult life was also very good 
because I could enjoy many good things that God gave me in my country. 
That is why I could say that my life in Colombia was a happy life. (Marta) 

The same can be said about Henry: 

In Colombia, I lived very well. I was not a wealthy person but had many 
material comforts resulting from our commercial activities. So, I had a very 
good income which allowed me to lead a very comfortable and satisfying life. 
I also had a good relationship with honest people and I enjoyed everything I 
needed to live with my family. (...) I was three times a Municipal Councillor 
(...) and I was twice Mayor of a Municipality. (Henry) 

 

Claudia had a satisfactory lifestyle in Colombia that she still recalls with 

pleasure: 
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My life in Colombia was good. I really enjoyed my youth and my childhood. I 
still have those beautiful memories in my mind and enjoy them. These 
memories often help me to raise my spirits. (...) As for my life as a youth, I 
can say that I was happy, especially with my socioeconomic level. (Claudia) 

 
 All four participants said they felt very happy in their country. Therefore, 

they had never wanted to migrate to another country. They could not imagine that 

one day they would have to leave Colombia and leave all their belongings and go to 

another country, where they would not have the same amenities they had in 

Colombia. On the other hand, not all of the participants had a life of abundance and 

privileges in Colombia. Some of the participants had to work hard to achieve their 

livelihoods in Colombia.  This is the case of Mateo, who had to start working when 

he was only seven: 

In Colombia, I started working since I was seven years old to help my mother. 
I studied and worked at the same time. I used to sell the lottery, I also worked 
in a restaurant, and I sold CDs and rubbish bags. My life was difficult because 
I almost had no childhood because I had to work since I was seven years old. 
(Mateo) 
 

Mateo had assumed the responsibility of his dead father and began to work to 

provide for his mother and his five younger siblings.  

Regardless of the living conditions in Colombia, neither of the participants 

ever imagined fleeing from their land. Henry and Rebeca echoed the same 

sentiments: 

 
Well, I always loved the countryside and my family and I really liked the 
countryside, so I never imagined that we would experience these serious 
problems that displaced us from our land. I had always seen the news about 
this conflict in other regions of the country, but I did not think that over time 
I would be one more victim of this armed conflict. (Henry) 
 
I never imagined that I would also be affected by the Colombian conflict. I, in 
Cali, did not experience the ravages of the war, but when we moved to 
Tumaco I had to flee the country (Rebeca). 
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 In conclusion, most of the participants felt satisfied with their quality of life 

in Colombia and while some did not enjoy economic stability, all of them felt 

completely adapted and integrated into the country. Therefore, they had not 

planned to live someday abroad. 

5.4.2 Sub-theme 1b: Living conditions before escaping from 
Colombia 

 

As previously described, before becoming a victim of the Colombian armed 

conflict, the participants had a stable life. But all this changed when they were 

affected by the Colombian war. Some of them suffered from abductions and torture. 

Others had to witness the murder of their relatives, friends and neighbours. There 

were those who fled to Ecuador only with the clothes they were wearing simply to 

protect their lives:  

For me, it was very hard because at that time I was a single mother and was 
waiting for my second child. At that time, I had economic solvency and lived 
very well. I lived a quiet life when suddenly everything changed because of 
violence and I had to leave all my belongings in Colombia and flee to Ecuador 
to protect my life and the lives of my children. (Laura) 
 
All these experiences have undoubtedly left emotional traces for most of the 

participants who up to present have not been able to fully heal from their traumas. 

For example, Mariana says:  

My experience before leaving Colombia was very terrible because my partner 
at that time and I were quite psychologically affected by what we had 
experienced in Colombia. It took a long time for us to recover. (Mariana) 
 

Likewise, Alekos lived in constant fear due to the death threats and political 

persecution in Colombia: 
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More than once I feared for my life. I was attacked multiple times in my 
country. The violence affected me a lot because I was a leader from a very 
young age working with the most vulnerable sectors of the community. 
(Alekos) 
 

 Alekos describes in his words the violence and corruption in Colombia. 

Usually, it is very dangerous to work in the country as a community leader, journalist 

or a human rights activist. Armed groups of the right wing have assassinated many 

leaders who denounce political corruption and fight for the rights of the poor 

people. Normally, these types of workers are accused of rebelling against the 

Government and for that reason, they are often attacked and killed. Alekos got into 

trouble in Colombia due to fighting against the political corruption. He had to live in 

constant fear in Colombia and this situation pushed him to flee the country to save 

his life and the life of his family.   

Alekos and his family were able to escape to Ecuador. But not all participants 

had the same fate.  Arturo experienced the murder of his son: 

 In Samaniego Nariño an armed group kidnapped my 14-year-old son and a 
few days later my son was killed.  (...) the armed group (...) arrived at our 
house and forced us to prepare food for all of them; there they saw my son 
and they took him by force against our will.  (Arturo) 
 
Arturo’s son was found dead days later. Arturo’s case shows the fate of many 

Colombians who became victims of the Colombian armed conflict without 

participating in it. Remaining neutral was not enough as Laura's words made clear: 

I always thought that Colombian armed groups were in their wars among 
themselves and I never imagined that this conflict would affect me without 
taking part in it. I thought that if I kept neutral and did not take part in that 
conflict I would not be affected by it. Although I remained neutral I was 
negatively affected by this absurd war of Colombia. (…) in order to save my 
life, I had to flee from my land and leave my house abandoned and I still have 
painful memories of that bad experience. Further, the escape was not easy 
because the armed groups were fighting each other and one could hear the 
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bombings and the guns blasts. So, one could lose his life in an attempt to 
escape the area. (Laura) 
 
Stress becomes one of the major problems experienced by all the 

participants. For instance, in spite of the fact that Henry and his family lived well and 

had no enemies, all this changed when the armed groups began to make a presence 

in the region where they lived: "This caused us a lot of stress because the situation 

became dangerous and uncomfortable".  Later Henry was kidnapped by one armed 

group: “I was kidnapped by guerrillas. So, this was a very stressful situation for me 

and my family”.  

According to Henry, kidnapping is the cruellest, most criminal and most 

violent act that can be done to a human being. Even though he was only kidnapped 

for two weeks, he claims: "I still remember that moment and I feel traumatised even 

to talk about it. That makes me sad to remember that situation".  After Henry's 

release, he had to flee with his family as he was worried about his life.  

For Rebeca, the most stressful situation happened in Tumaco when some 

armed groups killed people in the presence of their children. It was very stressful for 

her to see how those armed group kill friends and acquaintances in her presence 

and she could do nothing to save these people: "It was also stressful when we had 

to run away at midnight under the heavy rain and thinking that suddenly someone 

might be chasing us to kill us”. Laura explains further: “for me, the most stressful 

situation was when I had to leave all my belongings and flee to save my life.” 

 
The lives of some of my participants were put in danger during the 

Colombian war.  Alekos was persecuted by paramilitary groups which sought to kill 

him for defending the rights of vulnerable people. It is possible to argue that if 
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Alekos had stayed in Colombia he might have been dead by now. In the same way, 

Henry was lucky that the guerrilla group that kidnapped him let him free after 

holding him for two weeks. However, this was not the end of his troubles.  After his 

release, Henry began to receive death threats from this group. Indeed, they began 

to persecute him and this forced him to flee from Colombia. Similarly, Arturo was 

nearly killed when he was shot in the arm by the armed group that kidnapped and 

killed his 14-year-old son. Laura and Rebeca also experienced a lot of stress in the 

process of escaping to save their life. In summary, the fear of losing their life is the 

main reason why the participants fled their lands leaving all their belongings behind. 

 

5.5 Theme 2: Living in Ecuador 
 

This second theme is based on the second main stage of participants' lives, 

which is about their life in Ecuador. This theme describes the living conditions of the 

participants in that country and more precisely divided into five phases including: 

(1) arriving in Ecuador, (2) living conditions, (3) the asylum process, (4) the process 

of being resettled in New Zealand and (5) the preparation before arriving in New 

Zealand.  

5.5.1 Sub-theme 2a:  Arriving in Ecuador 
 

Arriving in a new country without any preparation or planning is an 

unpleasant experience that participants had to face. This is a very different 

experience to that faced by immigrants and tourists who plan ahead of time their 

trips including preparing financially for arriving in the new country. Unlike these 

people, several of the participants did not have enough economic resources to start 
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their new life when they arrived in Ecuador. In fact, some of them did not even have 

money to undertake the trip to Ecuador, as Sara explained: 

I had no money for the trip so I went to a Catholic church and talked to the 
priest, and he advised me on how to get to Ecuador and how to apply for 
refugee status. The priest helped me with transportation costs and with the 
money given me by the priest, I could get to Ecuador. (Sara) 
 

Sara also experienced the hard experience of arriving in Ecuador without 

economic resources. For that reason, she had to go to the Red Cross to ask for 

support to settle in that country: 

 I arrived at the Red Cross, and there I saw other Colombians receiving 
assistance from this organisation. The truth is that the first days in Ecuador 
were quite difficult because I was penniless and disoriented.  (Sara) 
 
Similarly, Alekos felt disoriented when he arrived in Ecuador: 

 (...), I finally went to Ecuador and arrived in Guayaquil, where I stayed in a 
lodging for a few days. These days I was totally disoriented until I arrived in 
Guayaquil.  (Alekos) 
 
Teresa recalls that her arrival to Ecuador was also difficult:   

The conditions of my arrival in 2007 when I went in search of shelter were 
not easy because my brother who had previously lived in Ecuador had already 
returned to live in Colombia. So, this was difficult at first to get stability and 
something safe for my children. We arrived in the city of Quito. (Teresa) 

 
  Some of the participants had to find a room in a hotel after their arrival in 

Ecuador. In Arturo’s words:  

We went by land, we passed the international bridge of Rumichaca and 
arrived at the transport terminal of Tulcán. From there we took a bus to the 
city of Ibarra. (Arturo) 
 

All participants expressed their sadness about leaving behind the country 

where they had been born and raised, the country that had given them their cultural 

identity. It was equally hard to leave their friends and relatives.  Claudia's words 
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below explain very well the feeling of sadness that the participants experienced 

when they left Colombia and arrived in Ecuador:  

When I arrived in Ecuador, I felt an immense cold in my heart. I said to myself: 
"Oh my God, my country is my country!". I felt like when one is separated 
from his mother, and one tries not to let go of his mother but finally ends one 
detached from his mother. (Claudia) 

 
When arriving in the new country, the participants did not have a positive 

first impression on Ecuador. These unfavourable impressions can be noticed in the 

following quotations: 

My impressions were that it was a very strange country because I did not 
know it and this was the first time I saw it. Also, the accent of the people was 
very different and the culture. I did not really know where I was standing. 
(Ramona) 
 
The impression I get from Ecuador was that it is a country where people were 
showing racism towards the Colombians. Whenever they hear one speak, 
they begin to discriminate against one for being a Colombian. They also tell 
us that we should leave their country because according to them we go to 
Ecuador to steal and do damage. (Arturo) 
 
I used to go to Ecuador in the past and in those circumstances, Ecuador did 
not look bad, but to live there permanently was another thing, yes, I felt sad! 
The thought that I had to adapt and stay in that country seemed very sad to 
me. (Rebeca) 
 
 
It is normal for a person travelling to another country to see and feel that 

the country where he/she has arrived is different than his/her own one. However, 

accepting this change could be more difficult if the person had to flee from Colombia 

to Ecuador and started experiencing severe discrimination in Ecuador and could not 

return to live in Colombia for fear of being killed there. The participants had to go 

to Ecuador not for fun and pleasure, but to escape from the violence in Colombia. 

The participants went to Ecuador and found the country unpleasant but were forced 

by the circumstances to stay there as they did not have another alternative because 
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they had no better option since they did not have the economic resources to go to 

another country.  

It is similar to a person who has to eat a food he does not like, but he has to 

eat because his life depends on it.  Likewise, the participants demonstrated an initial 

refusal to the life in Ecuador, but they accepted the need to be there. 

Some participants did not find the peace and tranquillity, they hoped to find 

in Ecuador.  Henry's words allow us to see this fact: 

At least the fact that I was far from Colombia and those guerrilla 
organisations, gave me peace of mind. But, I was still uncertain, because in 
Ecuador, despite the fact that I sought peace, there are many rumours 
among Colombians themselves that in Ecuador there are many of these 
guerrilla people who take refuge and hide in Ecuador. (Henry) 
 
 
Although the participants did not like Ecuador very much when they arrived, 

they could not go back to Colombia because they were very afraid of being killed if 

they returned.  As Mariana explains: 

No, no. I did not think about returning to live in Colombia because I think my 
name was blacklisted. The black list is a list where the names of people who 
have been sentenced to death by the armed groups in Colombia appear 
written. (Mariana) 
 
When the participants arrived in Ecuador, they had three options. First, 

being recognised as a refugee and permanently settle in the country. Second, to be 

rejected as a refugee and therefore deported to Colombia. The third and best option 

was to be recognised as a refugee and resettled to a third country. All the 

participants were fortunate to receive the third option and to come to New Zealand. 
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5.5.2 Sub-theme 2b: Living conditions in Ecuador 
 
 Most of the participants had to start looking for a job to survive, but 

discrimination made it more difficult for them to get employment. Sara affirms that 

she faced discrimination in Ecuador: “The truth is that on several occasions I 

experienced a lot of discrimination”. Likewise, Henry supported this argument: 

In Ecuador, discrimination is quite noticeable, the fact of just saying that one 
is a Colombian is a valid reason to be discriminated against in that country. 
And people look at one with a lot of mistrust and prevention, due to the bad 
image that Colombians have in that country. (Henry) 
 

Worse still, Henry claims to have experienced discrimination and gross treatment by 

some UNHCR staff: 

(...) I think there were UNHCR officials who tried to prevent my trip to New 
Zealand. Some UNHCR members humiliate you and you have to submit to it 
and humiliate yourself with those people. It is disconcerting that in Ecuador 
these UNHCR officials humiliate you and you have to let yourself be 
humiliated and subjected to all that bad treatment to be able to be resettled 
in New Zealand.  (Henry) 

 
Henry was so disappointed by the treatment he received from UNHCR that I 

asked him: "On a scale from 1 to 10, how would you measure the quality of UNHCR's 

work to understand the needs of refugees in Ecuador?" Henry replied: 

Difficult question because there are many shortcomings ... many failures. I 
could say four and if I get to five it is a lot because it is that there are many 
shortcomings and the officials do not give a true endorsement and respect to 
the refugees. They only respect the refugees in the magazines and reports 
that one reads, but in the reality, it is something very different. It's 
humiliating ... it's humiliating ... yes. (Henry) 
 
It seems that the participants who lived on the Ecuadorian coast did not 

experience the discrimination faced by the participants in the highlands of the 

Ecuadorian Andes.  Rebeca, who lived in several places along the Ecuadorian coast 

says that people treated her very well: 
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(...) in Ecuador the people of Esmeralda treated me very well, that's why life 
in Ecuador fascinated me. I think if I ever had to leave here and I had to 
choose between living in Colombia and Ecuador, I would choose Ecuador a 
thousand times. (Rebeca) 

 
When I heard Rebeca’s words, I was very surprised because this was the first 

time in my life that I heard a Colombian saying that she had never been 

discriminated against in Ecuador. It was hard for me to believe Rebeca's words. I 

myself had experienced severe discrimination in the cities of Ibarra and Quito where 

I lived as a refugee. I think that I have never experienced as much humiliation and 

discrimination during my entire life as I experienced in Ecuador. The acts of 

discrimination were so hard and humiliating that I still get tears in my eyes 

remembering it. In Ecuador, I was able to meet hundreds of Colombian refugees 

who talked to me about their examples of discrimination there. Thus, Rebeca's 

statement in the interview, that she had never been discriminated against in 

Ecuador, was something implausible to me. Nevertheless, I ended up realising that 

on the Ecuadorian coast, this kind of discrimination towards Colombians does not 

necessarily exist. In fact, this was ratified a few hours later when I interviewed 

Alekos. 

According to Alekos, at first when he arrived in Guayaquil, he did not experience 

discrimination; on the contrary, he claims that he had good friends in that country 

and that they treated him and his family very well. That is why he never thought 

about returning to live in Colombia: “(…), the truth is that I did not think about 

returning to Colombia because I felt very good in Ecuador, actually, I received better 

treatment in Ecuador than in Colombia.” Furthermore, Alekos says that due to the 

fact that many people were kind to him and helped him to get a job, he got good 
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living conditions in Guayaquil and was able to integrate into Ecuador. He achieved 

all of this, although he was living in Ecuador without legal documents9.  

On the other hand, the living conditions of the participants in the Ecuadorian 

Andes mountains were not as good as those experienced by Alekos and Rebeca on 

the coast. For instance, Magdalena faced economic issues in Ecuador: "we 

experienced many economic difficulties and discrimination (…) people called us 

nigger, thieves and treated us badly. And they told us to leave for our country." 

Claudia affirms the same as Magdalena: “At first it was very difficult ... very hard 

until the end”.  Also, Teresa said:  

I experienced discrimination in Ecuador, especially at my children's school. 
For example, a teacher at the school discriminated against my eldest son for 
being a Colombian. This teacher said that Colombians were drug dealers, 
thieves, murderers and that Colombian women were prostitutes. In addition 
to the aforementioned, this teacher struck my son, he (...) hit my son (Teresa). 
 
Nevertheless, although some participants were not happy in Ecuador, they 

recognised that in that country they had some advantages that they could not have 

in Colombia. For example, Teresa claims to have received good support from the 

government of Ecuador and some NGOs. Hence, Teresa describes their living 

conditions in Ecuador as follows: “I would describe it as a good life. On a scale from 

1 to 10, I would say 8. Because I had security, I had stability; my children were stable 

and safe.” 

 

                                                           
9 For many years Alekos lived without legal migration status in Ecuador because he did not know that 
the UNHCR existed and could apply for refugee status. Subsequently, when he learned that he could 
apply for refugee status, he did not want to come to the UNHCR's offices to make the application 
because he did not trust the UNHCR and was afraid that this organisation would deport him to 
Colombia. 
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In a similar manner, Mateo claims to have not had a bad life in Ecuador. In 

fact, he says that in Ecuador he could feel calmer than he felt in Colombia because 

in that country he did not see as much violence as he experienced in Colombia: 

The truth is that my life in Ecuador was orderly; I cannot say it was good, nor 
would I say that it was all bad. I had to face a lot of discrimination and I 
worked hard, but compared to Colombia, my life in Ecuador was better 
because I did not experience the violence of which I was a victim in Colombia 
and where our lives were in danger. In Ecuador, I found some peace that I did 
not enjoy in Colombia. (Mateo) 

 

According to the participants observations their living conditions in Ecuador 

varied, some experienced more problems and discrimination than others, but they 

all agreed that they did not want to return to Colombia, on the contrary, they 

wanted to remain in Ecuador. In addition, all of them were able to find employment 

in Ecuador, usually as self-employed or as employees. Some of them even managed 

to integrate into Ecuador.  In the words of Ramona: “At first, it was difficult for me 

to adapt, but after two years I managed to adapt to the country.” 

 

5.5.3 Sub-theme 2c:  The asylum process in Ecuador 
 

Some of the participants did not know anything about international refugee 

law. They did not know that the UNHCR existed and that a person could apply for 

refugee status in a foreign country. It is for this reason that some of them (like Alekos 

who remained undocumented in Ecuador for about 10 years) did not make a refugee 

application as soon as they arrived in Ecuador. It is similar to Rebeca’s case, who did 

not know about the refugee status. Fortunately, staff from the UNHCR arrived at 

Rebeca’s house and told her about the refugee process:  
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[…] When they arrived, they asked for my name, I was afraid and I asked 
them why they were looking for Mrs Rebeca. They said, "Are you"? Then I 
said, "Yes, it's me." They introduced themselves as UNHCR officials and 
proceeded to explain to me about UNHCR and its purpose. (Rebeca) 
 

Likewise, Magdalena and her family found out about the UNHCR and the 

refugee process only when they were already living in Ecuador: “A friend of my 

mother told her about UNHCR, so she contacted them and UNHCR started helping 

us and started the process of formal request for the shelter in Ecuador.”  In a similar 

manner, Mateo went to the Ecuadorian Foreign Ministry to apply for refugee status: 

“I remember that I had to wait my turn in a long line of people who also waited to 

be attended. Later, my family members also applied for refugee status”.  A month 

later, Mateo and his family received refugee status.  Similarly, Arturo was informed 

in Ecuador about the right of requesting for refugee status. Then, he went to the 

UNHCR’s office to obtain more information:   

Some (...) Colombian compatriots (...) told us to go to UNHCR offices to ask 
for help, in order to receive our documents from asylum seekers and thus not 
be deported by the Immigration Police. (…)  We went to UNHCR and said 
everything that had happened to us in Colombia. (Arturo) 
 

For Claudia, the process of being recognised as a refugee took a long time:  
 
The process was quite long, quite extensive. First, my mother, my sister and 
my nephews were recognised as refugees in Ecuador. Later, my father 
travelled to Ecuador and eventually we were also recognised as refugees, but 
this took some time. (Claudia) 
 
When Claudia received the refugee status in Ecuador, she felt calmer and 

protected in that country. For Henry, it was not very difficult to obtain the status of 

refugee in Ecuador because he had evidence of his kidnapping in Colombia. For 
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example, he showed newspaper clippings and other documents proving that he was 

telling the truth:  

That is why, two months after I filed my case with the Ecuadorian 
government, I received refugee status. When I received the refugee 
recognition I felt much better, a little calmer, but the uncertainty continued. 
(Henry) 
 

Henry was very happy when he received the refugee status. However, he 

claims: "The truth is that receiving the refugee visa did not bring me more benefits, 

it only allowed me to be legal in the country and guaranteed my stay in Ecuador". 

Most of the participants did not have problems in being recognised as a 

refugee by the government of Ecuador. Nevertheless, this was not the case for 

Teresa, since she was not recognised as a refugee by the government of Ecuador in 

the first instance. For this reason, Teresa had to appeal to this decision and had to 

go to Colombia to bring more documents to prove that her assertions were true: 

The Ecuadorian government asked for more evidence of my case, so I had to 
go to Colombia to claim my husband's death certificate to verify that he had 
actually been murdered in Colombia. Once I attached the death certificate to 
my asylum application, the application was accepted. This was done as part 
of my appeal, as I had appealed to the Ecuadorian government's decision 
that I was denied refugee status for not having enough evidence, but later I 
was able to win the appeal and received refugee status. (Teresa) 
 

When Teresa was denied refugee status she had been living in Ecuador for two and 

a half years. Finally, she received her refugee status after three years of being there. 

From the descriptions provided by the participants, it is evident that the 

government of Ecuador, the UNHCR and some NGOs were keen to help participants 

to obtain refugee status in Ecuador. Undoubtedly, receiving the refugee visa helped 

the participants to feel emotionally stable and relaxed in the country because this 
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legitimised their refugee status. On the other hand, although participants often 

mentioned that they went to the UNHCR offices to start the refugee process, it is 

important to clarify that in Ecuador, the UNHCR does not grant refugee status to 

anyone. In several cities in Ecuador, the UNHCR officers are responsible for taking 

statements from asylum seekers and organising interviews with representatives of 

the Ecuadorian Foreign Ministry. Therefore, it is the government of Ecuador that 

issue refugee status to the people who qualify for it, the UNHCR is only a guarantor 

in the representation of the people requesting this refugee status. 

5.5.4 Sub-theme 2d: The process of re-settling in New Zealand 
 

While some participants knew that when they arrived in Ecuador they would 

have the right to request a refugee status, most of them were unaware of this fact 

and much less knew that once they were recognised as refugees they could have 

the possibility of being resettled in a third country if they fulfilled the criteria 

established by the UNHCR for this purpose. For this reason, the participants felt very 

happy when they learned that the government of Ecuador recognised them as 

refugees. Their happiness was even greater when suddenly one day a UNHCR official 

contacted them and informed them that their case had been selected by them to 

process their resettlement to a third country. As Teresa expressed this moment: 

“(...). That was a great happiness because my dreams were not to return to live in 

Colombia.”  

Likewise, Arturo and his partner after three months in Ecuador received an 

appointment with the UNHCR and at that meeting, they received their refugees' 

visas. The UNHCR staff also told them that they were selected for a resettlement in 
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a third country and asked if they agreed: “We said ‘yes’. From that moment, we had 

to attend many interviews in the city of Quito. At first, they told us that we could be 

resettled in the United States or in Denmark”. However, later Arturo was informed 

that his case would be remitted to New Zealand for a resettlement in this country: 

"Then over time, we were informed that we had been approved to be resettled in 

New Zealand". 

The case of Mateo is quite similar: 

My grandmother received treatment from the psychologist at UNHCR's 
offices. And this psychologist told her that it would help her if we could be 
resettled in a third country. This is how the resettlement process for a third 
country began. At first, we were informed that we could be resettled in 
Canada. My grandmother and the members of my family were interviewed 
as part of the process of going to Canada. Unfortunately, about two weeks 
later we were informed that Canada had turned down our case. When 
Canada rejected us, I felt discriminated against. Fortunately, (…) three weeks 
later, the UNHCR official informed us that there was a possibility to resettle 
in a country called New Zealand. 
This is how the UNHCR referred our case to the New Zealand government 
requesting our resettlement in that country. Subsequently, a migration 
official from New Zealand came to the city of Quito and interviewed us; this 
official did not promise us anything but merely interviewed us without 
compromise. A month later, the UNHCR informed us that New Zealand had 
accepted. I felt a great happiness, but I felt sad when I was told that the trip 
would be in eight months, for me eight months it was a long time to wait. 
(Mateo) 
 

Similarly, Rebeca also had the possibility initially to resettle in Canada, but 

as in Mateo's case, her case was rejected by that country: 

 At first, they told me that they were going to resettle me in Canada and I 
was very happy because I had heard a lot about that country. Afterwards, we 
were informed that Canada could not receive us. (Mateo) 
 
Subsequently, the UNHCR told her about the possibility of being resettled in 

Brazil. Indeed, the UNHCR promised that Brazil would accept her application. 

However, Rebeca did not want to be resettled in Brazil: “l told them that I did not 
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want to go to Brazil. I told them that I would rather wait for them to find another 

country for me”.  Later, the UNHCR informed her that she had been selected to New 

Zealand. 

Sara was informed by the UNHCR about the resettled in Canada as well. She 

was happy to have the possibility of being resettled in a third country, but she 

thought that going to Canada would be not a good idea because she believed that 

was too cold. Subsequently, the trip to Canada was suspended and the UNHCR 

offered her the option of going to New Zealand. Three months later, the UNHCR 

rang Sara and said: 

Get ready because you will travel in eight days. I exclaimed, ‘In eight days?’. 
They confirmed me that indeed I would travel in eight days and therefore I 
had to prepare for the trip.  (Sara) 
 
Finally, the process took many months instead of eight days:  

 (…). They [the UNHCR] explained to me that this interview was part of the 
process to be resettled in another country. A few days later they called me 
and said that my application for resettlement to a third country had been 
accepted, but this process could take months or even years. (Sara) 
 

 
 Magdalena had a similar story. At first, Magdalena’s mother was told that 

she could be resettled in Canada, but she did not want to attend an appointment to 

be interviewed by a Canadian government official. Under those circumstances, 

Magdalena and her family were unable to travel to Canada:  

So, when the opportunity arose to go to New Zealand, she [ Magdalena's 
mother] was willing to attend appointments. So, we were told that New 
Zealand had accepted us. (Magdalena) 
 
All participants suggested that the UNHCR offered the resettlement in New 

Zealand as an alternate country. In a number of cases Canada was offered first, but 

when Canada rejected the applicants or when the applicants were not prepared to 
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go there, then New Zealand appeared as an alternative solution. It might appear 

that participants had been offered New Zealand as a consolation prize for being 

rejected by Canada10. Obviously, this is not the case, since the UNHCR has stipulated 

criteria when deciding which country to refer the cases of people for resettlement. 

The reason for offering Canada in the first instance as a resettlement country for the 

participants is that Canada accepts a greater number of refugees. For example, in 

2016 Canada accepted 44,800 refugees, of whom 27,000 were referred by the 

UNHCR and the others 17,800 were privately sponsored (The Government of 

Canada, 2016). New Zealand had a fixed quota of 750 places, which has been 

increased to 1000 from 2018 for refugee resettlement (UNHCR, 2016).   

 

5.5.5 Sub-theme 2e:  Previous preparation to come to New Zealand 
 

At first, the participants did not know much about New Zealand. In fact, 

some of them did not even know that there was a country called New Zealand. For 

this reason, it was necessary for them to search more information about the country 

where they would be sent. However, it appears that the UNHCR did not provide 

sufficient information or help with the preparation for the trip to New Zealand. In 

Henry’s words:  

One should be better prepared for resettlement in New Zealand, they [the 
UNHCR] just gave me a little information sheet about New Zealand. Very 
basic information. It would be good if the UNHCR gave refugees more 
preparation with English courses to come to New Zealand better prepared. 
(Henry) 
 

                                                           
10 This study has 13 participants. Of these, six participants including Sara, Rebeca, Magdalena, Mateo, 
Marta and Laura received the option to be resettled in Canada in the first instance. Arturo and 
Mariana had the opportunity of being resettled in the United States of America or in Denmark but 
were rejected by these countries. 
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Sara agreed with Henry: “the UNHCR had previously told me that the country 

where I would be resettled was called New Zealand. It was everything I had been 

told.” In addition, Sara states that she received an information sheet on life in New 

Zealand. The problem was that this information sheet was written in English and she 

did not know English at the time. So, when Sara told me this during the interview, I 

asked her: "Why did they give you this information in English if you did not know 

English?" Sara replied: “I do not know, but I tried to guess what the information sheet 

said and I could only understand half of it.”  

Sara’s experience about the information sheet written in an unknown 

language made her feel not well prepared and informed with respect to her 

resettlement in New Zealand. However, she was very content to be able to leave 

Ecuador: “The truth is that after having experienced so much violence in Colombia 

and having lived a very sad life in Ecuador, I was very happy to have the opportunity 

to live in New Zealand”. Sara did not know New Zealand’s geographical location: 

"(...) I assumed that New Zealand was in Europe. After searching online, I found out 

more about New Zealand".   

Rebeca also only received very basic information about New Zealand before 

her departure from Ecuador: “They [the UNHCR] gave me general information about 

New Zealand and showed me a map of New Zealand on the Internet. My children 

and I were excited to be able to come to New Zealand”. After that, the UNHCR 

showed Rebeca photos of the main cities in New Zealand. Likewise, Magdalena 

received the same type of limited information about the resettlement in New 

Zealand:  
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I did not know anything about New Zealand, and they showed us general 
information about the country, we were told it was an island and we saw on 
a map that it was a small island. (Magdalena) 
 
 The UNHCR also showed Magdalena and her family some very nice pictures 

of New Zealand. That was all the previous preparation that Magdalena received 

before her departure to New Zealand.  

Alekos had a similar experience: “I did not know anything about New Zealand 

or where it was, so UNHCR informed us that it was close to Australia and gave us 

general information about the country”. Then the UNHCR provided Alekos with basic 

information about the country. In Mateo’s case, the immigration officer from New 

Zealand, who interviewed him in Quito, suggested that he should take an English 

course before travelling to New Zealand. However, Mateo had no economic 

resources to take such course in Ecuador. Mateo adds: "He also explained many 

things about New Zealand’s culture and gave me general information about the 

country.” 

All these stories suggest that the preparation all the participants received in 

Ecuador before their trip to New Zealand was very limited. Nevertheless, most of 

the participants were so excited about the opportunity to go to New Zealand that 

they searched for relevant information on the internet and in this way, they learned 

more about the country. Hence, one could say that the participants undertook their 

own preparation before they travelled to New Zealand.  

In conclusion, the second theme indicates that the socioeconomic conditions 

in Ecuador were quite poor for the majority of the participants. Furthermore, some 

of them could adapt in Ecuador, while others could not integrate into that country. 

There are three factors that prevented the integration. The first factor was that the 
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participants had to flee to Ecuador worrying about their lives in Colombia. Secondly, 

when they arrived in Ecuador, they felt that they did not like the country and had 

difficulties with understanding Ecuadorian culture.  Thirdly many participants felt 

discrimination and racism from some Ecuadorians. When they received news of 

being resettled in New Zealand all of them felt good about it.  However, neither of 

the participants received sufficient pre-departure information before their arrival to 

New Zealand.  All of them had also very limited English language skills.  

5.6 Theme 3: Resettlement in New Zealand 
 

This theme is based on the third main stage of participants' lives, which is 

about their lives in New Zealand. This theme discusses the rebuilding of the 

participants’ life in New Zealand. This is divided into five phases: (1) the first six 

weeks in New Zealand, (2) preparation in the Mangere Refugee Resettlement 

Centre, (3) settlement into the community, (4) relationships with others in the 

community and (5) living conditions in the community.  

5.6.1 Sub-theme 3a: The first six weeks in New Zealand 
 

Before arriving in New Zealand, the participants had to go through a lengthy 

process of interviews with officials from the government of Ecuador, with the 

UNHCR officials and immigration representatives from New Zealand. Most of them 

were eagerly waiting to travel to New Zealand. This sub-theme describes their 

feelings and first impressions of the participants during their first six weeks in the 

country, from when they arrived at the international airport in Auckland until they 

completed their six weeks at the Mangere Refugee Resettlement Centre. It also 
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describes the employment and socioeconomic expectations of the participants once 

they arrived in the country. 

As previously described, when the participants left Colombia to flee to 

Ecuador, they were not happy to leave their country of origin to start a new life in 

Ecuador. But they had to do it for fear of losing their lives in Colombia. On the 

contrary, when the participants had to leave Ecuador to come to New Zealand they 

were extremely excited to start a new life there. They all had high hopes before they 

arrived in New Zealand. Henry felt very excited to come to New Zealand: 

 I arrived with great hope and enthusiasm and came in good health. And I 
was happy to be resettled with my family that had already been resettled in 
this country before me. (Henry) 
 

Arturo similarly felt very happy before arriving in New Zealand and after 

arriving in the country: 

[I felt] ‘as if I was born again', I told my wife, am I alive? Am I dreaming? ... I 
pinched myself to see if I was not dreaming ... I just could not believe it. My 
happiness was so great.  (Arturo) 
 
Arturo felt as arriving in the paradise: “(...) finally, I [arrived in] (...) this 

paradise of New Zealand. Here I felt very happy.”  While the majority of the 

participants felt happy about arriving in New Zealand, this was not the case of 

Ramona. In Ramona’s words:  

I felt sad, more than all sad because I had practically left my whole life in 
Ecuador. But at the same time, I felt happy, because it was a nice country we 
had come to and we had waited a long time to get here. (Ramona)  
 
Alekos shared a similar sentiment on arrival: 

I arrived in a bad mood and with great fear and something that aggravated 
my fear was that by an error of communication between the International 
Organization for Migration (IOM) and the UNHCR they did not pick us up at 
the airport. Finally, we were picked up after waiting for 7 hours, this for us 
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was very traumatic because we did not know what to expect in this new 
country. (Alekos) 
 

Moreover, the impression that Alekos took from the country and the 

Mangere Refugee Resettlement Centre was not the best either: 

We arrived at the refuge centre of Mangere, and I was very frightened by the 
appearance and the location of the place that seemed more like a Nazi 
concentration camp, I even thought they were going to kill us there, and I 
gave instructions to my wife of how to flee in case they were to assassinate 
us. (Alekos) 

 

The reality is that the appearance of that refugee centre at that time was not 

as good as it is now. Thus, from that point of view, Alekos’ statement is 

understandable. Indeed, Arturo’s thoughts were similar when he saw the refugee 

centre in Mangere:  

We were then taken to the Mangere Refugee Centre and that looked like a 
concentration camp or a jail. That scared me. I thought there was probably 
something wrong with that refugee centre. (Arturo) 
 
 
Fortunately, that centre was remodelled and opened on June 18, 2016, and 

today it is a very beautiful place with modern buildings and facilities (Immigration 

New Zealand, 2017). On the other hand, Rebeca’s impression of the new country 

was different: “I really liked the country. (...) The impression I took is that it is a very 

beautiful country. I really liked this country from the first moment.” 

As for employment and socioeconomic expectations in New Zealand, 

participants felt very positive about it. They came with great illusions of being able 

to quickly get a job in the country and thus achieve a better quality of life.  As Henry 

described: “I had many illusions. I dreamed about arriving in New Zealand and 

getting a job of whatever, it was, cleaning or selling on the beaches whatever.”   
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Sara had similar expectations:  

I arrived (...) with high expectations, my expectations were (...) having a job  
and livelihood and that my son could study easily; that I could lead a normal  
life. Those were my expectations when I came to this country (...).  (Sara) 
 

Mateo had very similar expectations: “I thought that in New Zealand I was 

going to get a job and make a lot of money. I thought it would be extremely easy to 

get a job in New Zealand”.   

“Living in peace and get a job either in a beauty salon or as a seamstress,” 

were Marta’s expectations.   Finally, Mariana had a high expectation of getting a job 

in New Zealand as everyone else: 

We arrived (...) in expectation about what the country would offer us. I 
thought it would be extremely easy to get a job here. In fact, in Ecuador, I 
had been told that as soon as I arrive in the country I would be employed in 
a company even without speaking perfect English. I was told by the UNHCR's 
members and some people in New Zealand that within a month after being 
resettled in the community I will have a job. (Mariana) 
 
 
In summary, the first six weeks in New Zealand were a stage of much 

excitement, happiness and high expectations about the future in the new country. 

They were very excited about exploring their new environment and learning about 

New Zealand. In the Mangere Refugee Resettlement Centre, most of their time was 

spent on English language lessons and receiving further assistance for their future 

integration into the community.  
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5.6.2 Sub-theme 3b:  Preparation in the Mangere Refugee  
 Resettlement Centre 
 

The participants arrived in New Zealand without knowledge of English and it 

was very important that they learnt the language of the country to be able to 

integrate into New Zealand. Participants claim they had not received suitable 

information about New Zealand before their settlement in the community. For 

example, when Claudia arrived at the refugee centre she only knew a few words in 

English, but when she left this centre, her English vocabulary and understanding of 

English had improved. She claims that she had to adhere to all the rules that exist in 

that place: “My stay was fine. But it was also something new for me. Schedule, 

discipline meals. Everything was very different, but I had to follow the rules of that 

place.”  

Ramona equally enjoyed the orientation programme and English classes 

taught at the refugee centre: 

 It was very good, I enjoyed the English classes they gave us at the refugee 

 centre. I also liked the information they gave us about life in New Zealand.  

This information helped me to be better prepared. (Ramona) 

She considers that in her case, this preparation for the life in New Zealand 

was suitable.  Similarly, Teresa enjoyed the welcome to the centre and the 

preparation she received in that place: "The welcome we were given there was very 

good. My stay at that place was excellent.”  

On the other hand, Mateo has a different concept of the preparation 

provided at the refugee centre. He believes that that information was not clear to 

him: "Although I had been given information about New Zealand at the Mangere 
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Refugee Resettlement Centre, this information was not very clear in my mind."  

Mateo adds that because he had not received plain and precise information, he 

consequently faced serious issues when he was resettled in the community. As he 

explained:  

It affected me in many negative ways because I was not mature enough to 
do things right. And for not doing things well by ignorance of how things work 
in the country I had problems with the law. In other words, I violated the law 
because of ignorance of the system [and for not understanding the law]. 
(Mateo)  

 
Mateo's words suggest that he may want to have more information about 

New Zealand legislation. Likewise, Alekos states that his stay in that place was not 

pleasant for him and for other refugees. In his words: 

(...) during my stay at the Mangere Refugee Resettlement Centre, I felt like  

in a prison with privileges where there were many restrictions, also the food  

was tasteless, I got sick and I even lost weight. (Alekos)  

 
Contrary to the previous views, Rebeca thinks that the time in the Mangere 

Refugee Resettlement Centre was so good that she felt that it passed too fast. In 

addition, it should be noted that Rebeca lived eight weeks in the Mangere Refugee 

Resettlement Centre, two extra weeks in comparison with Alekos. According to 

Rebeca: 

I enjoyed my stay at the Mangere refugee centre; we had to stay there for 
two months, we arrived on December 25th, 2008, and left on February 27, 
2009. We had to spend all that time in the refugee centre because my eldest 
daughter had given birth and she was a little delicate in health and then we 
had to wait until she was better. For me those eight weeks passed quickly, 
my stay in that place was very good, it was very nice to be there. (Rebeca)  
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It seems that Alekos wished that the six weeks in the Mangere Refugee 

Resettlement Centre would have gone quicker to be able to leave that place. Rebeca 

wished that the time in that place would go more slowly. Another positive comment 

about the Mangere Refugee Resettlement Centre is given by Mariana:  

In the refugee centre, I was able to enjoy the company of people from 
different cultures; it was like a dream come true, to be able to socialize with 
them and to be among a kind of multicultural exchange in a place as small as 
that. (Mariana)   
 

 In conclusion, most of the participants commented that the preparation 

received by them in the Mangere Refugee Resettlement Centre was helpful. The fact 

that some participants did not like the instructions provided by the refugee's centre 

does not necessarily mean that the preparation imparted in that place was not 

appropriate to prepare them for their settlement in the community. Finally, the 

majority of the participants were satisfied with the orientation programme and 

English classes in the Mangere Refugee Resettlement Centre.  

5.6.3 Sub-theme 3c:  Settlement into the community 
 
 The purpose of spending six weeks at the Mangere Refugee Resettlement 

Centre is to prepare the refugees for their settlement in the community. Thus, after 

having lived during those six weeks in that place, the participants were resettled in 

the community in Hamilton.  Although the majority of the participants were satisfied 

with their time in the Mangere Refugee Resettlement Centre, they were equally glad 

to be resettled in the community. They all had high expectations about their new 

life in New Zealand.  Henry, for example, had the expectation to meet with his family 

in Hamilton: “My family, my daughter and my grandchildren were waiting for me in 

Hamilton. I joined them in Hamilton, and I met other Colombians.” 
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 All participants were settled in Hamilton, but Rebeca wanted to be settled in 

Auckland because she liked this city: “At first, I thought we would be resettled in 

Auckland. Auckland is a very nice city and I really liked it”.  When she was settled in 

the community in Hamilton she wanted to start working as soon as possible. 

However, due to her low level of English, she was advised by her psychologist not to 

worry about getting a job and focus on studying English. In Rebeca’s words:  

I told the psychologist that I wanted to work and do something. He told me 
not to worry about working because I was a newcomer and that I should 
rather worry about learning the language of the country [first]. (Rebeca)  
 

 The happiness that Rebeca felt from being resettled in the Hamilton 

community started to deteriorate.  She explains the reason why her happiness was 

not complete:  

In 2010 my eldest son stayed in Colombia. The New Zealand government was 
helping me to bring him and it was all ready for him to come and join me. But 
regretfully I was informed that my son would not be able to come to New 
Zealand. (Rebeca)  
 
This bad news caused a lot of depression and frustration for Rebeca. As a 

result, she did not eat, did not sleep, did not study and did not want to do anything. 

Although Immigration New Zealand explained her the reasons why her son's trip 

was cancelled, she did not want to listen to them and she ran to her house. Rebeca 

spent two years in her house feeling depressed. Her depression gradually improved:  

Now I feel better, but when I was very depressed because of the 
aforementioned, I never thought about going back to Ecuador or leaving New 
Zealand because I thought of a better future for my other children and I knew 
that here they can achieve this future here in New Zealand. (Rebeca) 

  
In a similar manner, Mateo had some difficulties when he was resettled in 

the community. That is why he would have liked to receive more guidance at the 
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time of his resettled in the community: " (...) If I have somebody to advise and guide 

me in the community I would not have made the mistakes I made.”  

Alekos also had to face some difficulties when he was resettled in the 

community in Hamilton:  

I did not want to talk, nor be talked to because I could not understand. I was 
also very bored in this country because I did not understand and could not 
work.  Yes, I was so bored in this country that I was planning to return, not to 
Colombia but to Ecuador. Many times, I walked the streets crying with 
sadness because I wanted to go back to Ecuador. I was depressed in this 
country because it was not my culture, it was a very silent country, a country 
that felt very empty, yet I said to my wife that I wanted to work to raise 
money and return to Ecuador. (Alekos) 

 
It appears that participants began experiencing various difficulties when 

they were resettled in the community. These difficulties were a series of challenges 

that will be explained in more detail in the sub-theme 4a. Notably, most of the 

participants felt sad and depressed when they saw that things were not going as 

good as they expected. Nevertheless, they did not think to return to Ecuador. Only 

Alekos thought seriously to return to that country. However, over time, the 

participants were able to overcome some of those obstacles. Once the participants 

were resettled in the community they began to experience the challenges related 

to living in a foreign country, but most of them were willing to continue trying to 

achieve their integration in New Zealand. 

5.6.4 Sub-theme 3d:  Relationships with others in the community 
 

There is no doubt that a fundamental part of the integration of refugees and 

immigrants into the new society is to expand their network of friends and contacts 

in the new country. In addition, socialisation with friends, family members and 

colleagues are an important part of social life. Likewise, within the Colombian 
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culture, it is common to have friends and share meals and exchange gifts with them.   

The fiestas are also part of the Colombian culture which encourages interaction 

between family members, friends and neighbours. 

For most Colombians, it is extremely easy to start conversations with a 

stranger and make friends. In Colombia, it is common to see groups of people sitting 

outside of their houses every afternoon; talking with each other and greeting the 

neighbours who pass through the street and usually these neighbours join the 

gatherings or their public space where they discuss diverse topics. That is why it is 

very common to see the Colombians talking among themselves on the bus, on the 

streets and other public places. It was very natural to imagine that once settled in 

the community the participants began to socialise with other Colombians and with 

other people in the community. Nevertheless, it seems that the ability of 

participants to socialise and make friends in New Zealand got somehow lost and 

especially in comparison with Colombia. 

 Most of the participants were resettled with other Colombians when they 

arrived in New Zealand, but there has not been a great deal of interaction among 

them. For instance, when Henry arrived in the country some Colombian refugees 

welcomed him. However, Henry observed: " (...) there is a lot of prevention 

[distrustfulness and doubts] among Colombians. And this association with 

communities takes time and is not easy". Henry adds: "With the Colombians in 

Hamilton, I had a lot of contact with them, but now not much.” From Henry's 

statements, it can be seen that his relationship with other Colombian refugees in 

Hamilton was not the best when he was resettled in the community. However, 

Henry recognises that building relationships with community members takes time. 



109 
 

In addition, he confirms that at the moment he has some contact with other 

Colombian refugees, but this communication is not frequent as before. In relation 

to the contact with other New Zealanders, he thinks that this has been basic: "With 

people from New Zealand, I have also had a contact in English courses and other 

meetings we have had.” 

 The relationship of Rebeca with other Colombian refugees in Hamilton is 

quite similar to Henry's case. For example, in the interview, I asked Rebeca:  "How 

would you describe your relationship with other Colombians?”  She answered: "I had 

a good relationship with them, and when I arrived they welcomed me very well". 

After that, she adds: "I have Colombian friends, and when I meet them on the street, 

I greet them. But I do not visit them. I also have Kiwi friends. And I am sure they can 

help me when I need it.”  Here in the words of Henry and Rebeca, we can find the 

same pattern. For example, note that both of them used the past tense talking about 

their relations with other Colombians.  Henry says: "I ‘had’ a lot of contact with them 

but now not much". And Rebeca says: "I ‘had’ a good relationship with them". I mean 

that in the beginning, the relationship with other Colombian refugees was more 

active than now, but due to some circumstances not explained by them, 

communication is not as frequent as before. However, participants explain later 

what could be the reason for which many of them do not have good relationships 

with other Colombians. 

 Arturo's expressed similar sentiments and provides some explanation for the 

limited contacts between the Colombian refugees in Hamilton: 
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 (...). The Colombian community is very complicated, there are many gossips 

within the Colombian community and that is why I prefer to greet them from 

afar and also prefer not to have much contact with them. (Arturo) 

I asked Arturo if he socialised with Colombian friends, to which he replied the 

following: “Very few, I have very few Colombian friends. The Colombian community 

is not very united and is very gossipy”.  

 Teresa's opinion about the Colombian community in Hamilton is very similar 

to Henry and Rebeca’s opinions. In her words: "When we were resettled in the 

community in Hamilton we were visited by other Colombian refugees. I also made 

some friendships among the community”.  Then Teresa started to use the past tense 

again: “(...). I ‘had’ a lot of relationship with them at first and we understood each 

other very well, they offered to help us if we needed help". Once again, this 

participant uses the word ‘had’ good Colombian friendships. It seems that the 

relationships between members of the Colombian community in Hamilton are not 

so united after the initial meetings. 

 Participants recognise that they have a few Colombian friends and at the 

same time socialise with other New Zealanders. However, Sara's diary shows that 

her relationship with her New Zealand neighbours is not as good as the relationship 

she used to have in Colombia with her neighbours. Sara wrote in her diary: 

I miss my culture, I want people here to be more open-minded. That in the 
afternoons people would come to sit in front of their houses and begin to 
greet the neighbours who pass along the street while the children play on the 
pathway. But here on the street where I live, I do not know the names of my 
neighbours, and when they pass in front of me, they pretend they do not see 
me and do not greet me.  (Sara) 
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 It has not been easy for Sara to socialise with other people in the community. 

In addition, Sara says that in New Zealand she has to make an appointment in 

advance to visit a friend, while in Colombia one can visit a friend at any time without 

a previous appointment. This cultural change has caused sadness and depression for 

Sara. However, she is willing to learn the local culture. Likewise, Henry would like to 

have more friends in New Zealand:   

I would like to surround myself with more people because in my country 

people are more communicative. But here I do not have many friends with 

whom I can share opinions, meals and converse. (Henry) 

 In conclusion, the participants socialised very little with other Colombian 

refugees on their arrival and equally with other members of the community. 

However, each of them has a small select circle of friends with whom they share 

their life and past time. 

5.6.5 Sub-theme 3e:  Living conditions in the community 
 
 As previously explained, participants arrived in New Zealand with high 

expectations of improving their quality of life and hoped that their life in New 

Zealand would be better than in Ecuador. Fortunately, the present living conditions 

of the participants in the community appear to be fine. Indeed, some of them are 

satisfied with their living conditions in New Zealand.  As Marta explains: 

I feel happy here seeing that my lifestyle is very good. But at the same time, 
I feel sad because I miss my family that I left in Colombia and that I have not 
seen for more than 12 years. In fact, I could not be in Colombia for the funeral 
of my mother. That is why I say that there is no complete happiness. But in 
any case, I feel good here and although I have not been able to get a suitable 
job, I have been able to dedicate myself to sewing. (Marta) 
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In the interview with Marta, I asked her on a scale from one to 10 how she 

would measure her quality of life in New Zealand?  Marta’s reply: "Economically I 

would say a six. As far as peace and quiet life I would say 10". I asked the same 

question to Claudia and she said:  

I give it a 10. This does not mean that my quality of life in New Zealand is 
perfect, but every day there are very positive things in this country that 
encourage me to move on…[here] I see my lifestyle very different from my 
lifestyle in Colombia and Ecuador. I think that in this country my son has 
opportunities that he would not have in Colombia and in Ecuador. (Claudia) 
 
Likewise, Ramona claims that her living conditions in New Zealand are fine: 

"I see my life here very well because especially my daughter loves New Zealand. And 

when I see that she is happy here, I also feel happy".  Similarly, Teresa said: "I see it 

[her living conditions in NZ] one hundred percent good. Better than in Ecuador and 

better than in Colombia". 

Arturo responded very similarly: "I see it one hundred percent good. Because 

there is social equality”.  Mateo gave the same answer: "I see my lifestyle very 

different and much better than my lifestyle in Colombia and Ecuador. Here I am 

quieter because this is a very peaceful country".  As Rebeca said: "Very good. From 

the first moment, I saw my lifestyle here was very good".   

 All participants recognise that their quality of life in New Zealand has been 

better than in Colombia and Ecuador, especially in relation to peace and tranquillity 

and with the socioeconomic assistance received from the government. In Colombia 

and Ecuador, the participants never received social support from the government. 

In most Latin-American countries, there is no social assistance from the government 

equivalent to that found in New Zealand. It is natural that all the participants who 

experienced the benefits of the New Zealand social welfare system confirmed that 
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their living conditions in New Zealand were much better than they had in Colombia 

or Ecuador. 

 In conclusion, theme three focused on resettlement in New Zealand. This 

part described how the life of the participants was during their first six weeks in New 

Zealand and explained how they were prepared during those first six weeks in the 

refugee centre in Mangere. It dealt with the settlement of the participants in the 

community, their relationship with others and their living conditions in New 

Zealand.  

Finally, most of the participants felt happy during their first six weeks in New 

Zealand, a stage of much excitement, happiness and high expectations about their 

future in the country. Also, they were satisfied with the orientation programme and 

English classes in the Mangere Refugee Resettlement Centre. However, once settled 

in the community in Hamilton they began experiencing challenges that made them 

feel sad, depressed and frustrated. One of this challenge was the lack of friends and 

poor socialisation with other Colombians. On the other hand, the participants were 

happy with the social welfare received from the government.  The next theme deals 

with the integration of the participants in the country. 

5.7     Theme 4: Integration process into New Zealand society 
 

 For refugees to be able to rebuild their lives in the resettlement country, it 

is essential that they integrate with the country. Integration allows refugees to feel 

part of the new country and willingly accept the local customs and feel the new 

country as theirs. Therefore, this theme describes the process of integration of the 

participants in New Zealand. In addition, this part explains the challenges the 
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participants have faced in their integration process in the country. Also, it shows the 

feelings of the participants about New Zealand. Further, it describes how resignation 

and reconciliation are two important aspects that help with the integration of the 

refugees in the country and thus encourage the participants to rebuild their lives in 

New Zealand. Finally, this part shows how participants have demonstrated 

resilience in their integration process.  

5.7.1 Sub-theme 4a:  The challenges of integration 
 

For the participants, achieving full integration in New Zealand has been a 

difficult, long and complicated challenge they all had to face. One of the biggest 

challenges for all the participants was the lack of English. Henry explained: 

For me, English language has been a very large barrier that has limited me in 
talking with other people. I am a person who likes to talk a lot with others 
and the language barrier was an obstacle. (Henry)  
 

As a good Colombian, Henry loves to talk a lot with people, but as he says, the lack 

of English has been a barrier to achieve it. Likewise, Sara has had to face the same 

problem: 

The challenges ... the first challenge I've faced here is that ... the fact that 
people here think that if one does not speak English one is a brute. Here if 
you do not speak English, one is useless. If you do not speak English, you do 
not know how to make a trade or something like that. Worse, if here you do 
not speak perfect English, people think that one is useless and is not able to 
do a job. Now I manage to make myself understood and my English has 
improved a lot, but since my English is not perfect and I do not have a kiwi 
accent, people think that I am not able to do a job here. This has been the 
biggest challenge I had to face here.  I have always been a hard worker, I 
worked hard in Colombia. In Ecuador, I worked as hard as I could and did not 
let myself and my child starve. But here I could not get a job because I do not 
speak perfect English with a Kiwi accent. I cannot swallow a CD to be able to 
speak perfect and beautiful English so I can get a job. (Sara) 
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Sara's words reflect anger, frustration and sadness. Her frustration is made 

more evident when she adds the following:  

As I said, everything requires speaking good English, including making new 
friends. People here look at you as disabled due to the fact of not speaking 
perfect English and they even see you as a person worthy of pity. Well, that's 
how I see that the people of New Zealand treat me because I don’t speak 
perfect English. As if I was a disabled person. (Sara) 

 

Rebeca had to face the same challenge: 

I believe that language is the biggest challenge that I have faced. I spent 
nine years here and still struggle with the language. The language has been 
a big challenge for me, it is very hard, I understand very little. (Rebeca) 
 
On the other hand, Arturo, whose level of English is not high either, claims 

that his limited English has not been a real challenge or a barrier in his 

communication with others. He explained: 

[...] Although my English is limited this has not been a barrier to communicate 
with people. For example, after I separated from my partner when I came to 
New Zealand I had five Kiwis girlfriends after that. And with these girlfriends, 
I have been able to communicate and also learned more English. In total, I 
have had 15 girlfriends from different nationalities in New Zealand and with 
all of them, I have managed to communicate without having advanced 
English. (Arturo) 
 

Teresa has a similar view about her limited English skills:  

The language was the most difficult for me. However, language has not been 
a real barrier to communicate with other people because I can also 
communicate with my hands and body language. For example, mute deaf 
people communicate with sign language, so I have also been able to 
communicate with my gestures and signs. (Teresa) 
 

 As shown above, the lack of English has been the biggest challenge that 

participants have had to experience during their integration process in New Zealand. 

During the interviews, all the participants identified the low level of English as the 

main challenge. For this reason, although Arturo and Teresa affirm that the lack of 
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English has not been a complete barrier to communicate with others, they both 

admit that they need to learn more English in order be able to understand other 

people better and thus have a better communication with them. 

Another challenge that the participants have encountered is the difficulty to 

find the employment which in many cases is the result of the lack of English.  Henry 

explains:  

Lack of employment has been another barrier to my full integration into New 
Zealand. As a good Colombian, I know how to do many jobs, I know how to 
do many things but because of the language barrier, it has been very difficult 
to get a job. But here I had many work experiences, and it is interesting that 
here in New Zealand to perform a work experience does not require to know 
much English, but to receiving a salary, they do require fluent English. (…). 
The truth is that I always dreamed of finding a stable job here so I would not 
depend on the benefit, but I have not found that job yet. (Henry) 
 
According to Henry, many employers use the lack of English as an excuse for 

not hiring employees who do not speak fluent English. It is interesting that Laura 

affirms exactly the same in her interview: 

I think the biggest challenge here is discrimination in terms of language. For 
example, people here believe that one will work with the tongue. There are 
English speaking countries where many people work without knowing any 
English. Two of these countries are the United States and Australia. While 
here, if a person does not speak fluent English he/she cannot get a job. And I 
think this is discrimination by language. And this is the biggest challenge in 
New Zealand. Here people use the lack of English as a way of taking 
advantage of or discriminating against one. I say it because, at the moment, 
I am working for a lady who is not from this country, she is from India and 
has workers from different countries who do not speak English well. That is 
why I think that just as this lady has many employees who do not speak fluent 
English, Kiwis employers should also hire people who do not speak much 
English, but unfortunately, they discriminate against people who do not 
speak English with Kiwi accent. Now, if a kiwi hires a person who does not 
speak perfect English, pays less money and this is a case of abuse and is a 
way to take advantage of the person. Usually, these people are exploited 
occupationally when they are hired, for example, fruit pickers. (Laura) 
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According to Henry and Laura, in New Zealand employers use the lack of 

English as a reason for not hiring people who do not speak fluent English and this 

could be a form of discrimination. At the same time, Sara also says that in New 

Zealand there are many jobs that can be done with the hands and not with the 

tongue, therefore it is not necessary to speak fluent English to carry out this kind of 

jobs.  

 Mental health issues are another challenge. In Colombia, the participants 

had many traumatic experiences, which have caused sadness and depression. For 

instance, Henry recognizes the state of depression that he goes through: “Mental 

health problems such as depression have sometimes been a barrier [for me]”.  Laura 

also admits the following: "Another challenge has been depression or problems with 

post-trauma”.  Nevertheless, they affirm that at the moment, they are feeling much 

better and coping with these mental health issues. 

 In conclusion, the participants have had to face several challenges in their 

integration process in New Zealand. The main challenge is the lack of English, then 

difficulties in finding employment, discrimination and mental health problems. 

However, despite all the challenges, the participants claim they feel love for New 

Zealand. This is precisely described in the next sub-theme. 

5.7.2 Sub-theme 4b:  Feelings about New Zealand 
 

People usually develop love for the country where they were born and grew 

up. Likewise, the participants express love for Colombia, the country where they 

were born and built their lives. In a similar way, some of the participants affirm 

feeling love for Ecuador because this country opened the doors to them when they 
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requested the status of refugee. The participants expressed the feeling of gratitude 

for Ecuador for giving shelter to them. In the same way, the participants felt very 

grateful to New Zealand for all the support that this country has given to them. For 

this reason, it is understandable that they feel much more gratefulness to New 

Zealand than to Colombia and Ecuador.  Ramona expressed this feeling of gratitude: 

I feel that I am not totally adapted to the culture of this country. I also do not 
understand certain laws of this country. The laws here are very different from 
those of Colombia and Ecuador. Also, as I spend a lot of time on Internet I do 
not have much time to watch the country's news on television. So, I am not 
very aware of what is happening in New Zealand and this makes me feel that 
I am not fully adapted to the country. Nor do I understand how the country's 
system works. But anyway, I feel a huge big gratitude for New Zealand 
because here my life is very different. That is why I could say that I love this 
country because it is a very quiet place, very safe and the peace that this 
country gives me is very big thing for me. (Ramona) 
 

Although Ramona still has not adapted to the life in New Zealand and often feels 

alienated she expressed a deep appreciation for the feeling of peace and security.  

Arturo has a similar attitude: "I feel very in love with New Zealand every day. 

Because this is a very quiet country". Arturo claims that the peace of New Zealand is 

the main reason for him to love this country.  Similarly, Mateo claims to feel love for 

New Zealand:  "[I feel] love, it is a country that opened the door for me, gave me the 

opportunity and continues to giving me thousands of opportunities that I intend to 

take advantage of”.  Alekos provides a very similar response: "[I feel] a great 

affection, passion, this is my home, and here I will die".  In the same way, the answer 

from Magdalena to the question what are your feelings about New Zealand is: "Love. 

Passion, I love the way people treat me here. Although I have experienced bullying 

from some people, not all of the people here are like that".  Rebeca provided a similar 

answer: 
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I am very in love with this country, I like it very much, I do not have words to 
express it. I have not thought of leaving here at all. I love my family in 
Colombia, but I hope God will help me to visit them and to be with them for 
at least a month. (Rebeca) 

 
Sara’s response is very similar: "I love this country because this was an 

opportunity that God has given me. Also, the government of New Zealand".  In the 

same way, Henry describes his feelings for New Zealand: 

I have learned to love New Zealand and although at first, it was very hard ... 
very hard and many times I was baffled, but today I feel that I love it very 
much and I have learned to love it. Because this is a very good and generous 
country. I have much to thank the country and I want to contribute more to 
this country. (Henry) 
 
  According to the participants, this love for New Zealand is not only due to 

the peace and tranquillity that they experienced but also to the social assistance 

that they have received from the government.  For the most part, the participants' 

feelings remark that they are grateful people and that they appreciate the 

opportunity that this country has given them to be able to rebuild their lives. 

5.7.3 Sub-theme 4c:  Reconciliation and resignation 
 

As an example of integration within New Zealand, the participants have 

reconciled themselves with the country and have resigned themselves to live here 

in order to rebuild their lives and survive. This is a clear example of integration within 

the country. To illustrate this, at the beginning, some of the participants were not 

entirely happy when they came to New Zealand, but their perceptions have 

changed.  

When Alekos arrived in New Zealand he initially felt very sad. He did not like 

the culture and could not understand English. Alekos realised that the culture of 

New Zealand was very different from his culture. But now, Alekos feels that New 
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Zealand is his home and claims that he is willing to continue living in this country 

until he dies. In view of this, I asked Alekos what did he do in order to reconcile 

himself with New Zealand and accept it as his country. He replied: “Loving it and 

accepting it as my home where I will die”.  

Alekos' short answer shows that he had to change his way of thinking in 

order to accept New Zealand as his new country. Now he does not want to leave 

New Zealand to go back home and wants to spend all his life in New Zealand.  Love 

did not come naturally to participants, love is like a plant that takes time to develop 

and grow healthy and strong. Thus, the love of Alekos for New Zealand has grown 

slowly. Alekos had to reconcile himself with New Zealand, and once he achieved 

reconciliation, he resigned himself to accept this country as his own because at this 

stage Alekos had already developed a deep love for the country. For this reason, he 

adds the following: "New Zealand is my home. [...] I would go to Ecuador only for 

holiday”.   

It is important to realise that initially after arrival to New Zealand, Alekos 

wanted to return to Ecuador to live permanently there. But now he would only go 

to Ecuador for a holiday because now his home is in New Zealand. This is a clear 

example of reconciliation and resignation which has allowed the integration of 

Alekos in the country.  The integration of Alekos and his current situation in New 

Zealand is also reflected in the following quotation: "[I] began eventually to belong 

to the Colombian Refugee Association, and I was the president of this association 

and the Waikato Refugee Forum". In addition, today Alekos works as a Bilingual 

Driver Supervisor and teachers refugees from different countries how to drive. The 
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story of Alekos shows that he has reconciled himself with New Zealand’s culture and 

also, he has rebuilt his life in this country. 

Likewise, at first, Ramona used to be very unhappy that she had come to 

New Zealand and left her friends in Ecuador. But now, she feels happy in New 

Zealand: 

At first, it was very difficult to accept New Zealand as my home, but now I  
feel more adapted and I have accepted this country as my home. Besides, I  
feel like I was born here and I see this country as mine. (Ramona) 
 
 Even so, something that made Ramona want to return to Ecuador was that 

her children’s father lives there, and she wanted to return there to live with her 

partner. Now she thinks differently: 

(...). No, [going to Ecuador] that would be the last option, but what I want is 
him to come and live with me here in New Zealand and I am doing my best 
to achieve it. (Ramona) (At the end of 2017, Ramona's husband arrived in 
New Zealand to live with his wife and children in the country). 
 
Henry is another participant who accepted New Zealand as his country: 

Currently, I like New Zealand, I arrived with permanent residency, and today 
I have the citizenship. I am a person who loves New Zealand, care about it 
and worries about the future of New Zealand. I also feel worried that there 
are people in this country who do not care about the country and its 
environment, throwing cans and bottles in the streets. (Henry) 
 
This feeling of belonging reflected by Henry indicates that he has reconciled 

himself with New Zealand and has resigned himself to live the rest of his life in this 

country. In fact, he prays God for this country: "New Zealand is a very beautiful 

country. I pray for New Zealand. Every night I pray for New Zealand. 'Lord, protect 

and care for New Zealand’”. 

In Teresa’s words: " Integrating with the community, with the people of New 

Zealand, accepting their customs, their culture, their meals and seeing it as part of 
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my daily life. Besides, I feel like a New Zealand citizen.” Markedly, in her statement, 

Teresa uses the expression accepting. When a person has accepted the culture of a 

country and has accepted that country as his/her own it is because that person has 

achieved reconciliation and resignation with the new country. Likewise, Arturo 

affirms feeling integrated into New Zealand: 

I like this country and I have gotten adapted to its tranquillity and the ease 
of living found here. On the other hand, there is not too much discrimination 
here between cultures. Also, people respect people if they are going shopping 
in the morning in their pyjamas at the supermarket or if they go barefoot 
along the street and nobody says anything to them.  I like all of that because 
there are no prejudices, then I am already adapted to all these things with 
my body and soul. (Arturo) 
 
Mateo explains what he has done in order to accept New Zealand:  "I am 

learning their laws, their culture, their customs, their language. All this has helped 

me to become a better person. And it encourages me to wish that someday I can 

contribute to the country, yeah! As the country has given me and my family many 

good things". Magdalena says the following:  

I consider New Zealand is my country. (...) So, for me, this is my country. This 
is the country that is helping me get ahead of myself and my family. Although 
I am a Colombian, I say it with great pride, this is my country. I was not born 
here, but I feel that I am very integrated here. Maybe I see it that way 
because my home country never gave us the support that New Zealand has 
given us. In addition, now I know English, I have many friends from several 
countries and I am studying. That's why I consider myself integrated into New 
Zealand (...) I feel appreciating and grateful for all the good things this 
country has done for me and my family. Things that my country of origin did 
not do for us! (Magdalena) 
On the other hand, Sara thinks that she has not completely seen New 

Zealand as her country.  She explains the reason for her thoughts below: 

Yes, I think that if God put me here, this is my home. In addition, I have that 
right because the government has given it to me. On the other hand, I 
struggle to feel that this is my home. There are other things that make me 
feel sometimes that this country is not my home, and that is the lack of 



123 
 

acceptance on the part of many people of the country. They do not accept 
me for not speaking English perfectly. (Sara) 
 

Sara is aware that this is a good country and that she should accept New Zealand as 

her own, but because of her limited English, she often feels alienated.  

As has been noted, most of the participants have achieved integration in the 

country and this has been due to the fact that they have been able to reconcile 

themselves with the culture of New Zealand and have resigned themselves to 

rebuilding their lives in this beautiful country. 

5.7.4 Sub-theme 4d:  Identity 
 

It is well known that cultural identity means feeling that one belongs to the 

place where one comes from, was born, grew up and what we have become and 

what we really are (Hall, 1993).  Thus, “cultural identity, [...] is a matter of 'becoming' 

as well as of 'being'. It belongs to the future as much as to the past. It is not 

something which already exists, transcending place, time history and culture" (Hall, 

1993, p. 225). It also means that we feel identified with the culture and customs of 

the place we came from.  In addition, “our cultural identities reflect the common 

historical experiences and shared cultural codes which provide us, as 'one people', 

with stable, unchanging and continuous frames of reference and meaning, beneath 

the shifting divisions and vicissitudes of our actual history” (Hall, 1993, p. 223). 

 

Nevertheless, although all participants were born and raised in Colombia, 

not all of them identify themselves as Colombians. This is the case of Alekos, who 

said that he did not feel anything for Colombia and therefore does not feel 

Colombian:  
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I do not want to know anything about Colombia because of the government's 
persecution against me. I no longer want to know anything about Colombia, 
I do not feel passion for the Colombian's football selection. (Alekos) 
 

Alekos feels like an Ecuadorian and like a kiwi. To my question: “Do you 

consider yourself a Kiwi or a Colombian or a mixture of two?”  He answered: "A 

mixture of two, Ecuadorian and Kiwi. (...); in fact, I support the Ecuadorian national 

team when there are international tournaments".  It could be said that due to the 

gratitude that Alekos feels for the good things that he had experienced in Ecuador 

he feels like an Ecuadorian. Likewise, the love, thankfulness and appreciation for 

New Zealand have also made him feel like a Kiwi. On the other hand, if Alekos does 

not feel as a Colombian, it might be because he is trying to disconnect himself from 

the trauma he had experienced back in Colombia. 

In a similar vein, Henry identifies himself as a Kiwi and a Colombian: 

I am a Colombian and a New Zealander. Because I was born in Colombia, but 
New Zealand has given me the nationality. I am not a Kiwi by birth, but I have 
no problem saying I am a Kiwi and I say it with pride. (Henry) 
 
In the same way, Magdalena affirms her feeling being a Colombian and a 

Kiwi, but also, she has a good feeling for Ecuador: 

 (…) I also like Ecuador very much, because in that country there were people 
who helped me. And Ecuador was the springboard to come to New Zealand. 
If it was not for Ecuador, I would not be in this country.  (Magdalena) 
 

 Given these points, the participants demonstrate a form of hybrid identity 

as they identify themselves as Colombians, as Ecuadoreans and as Kiwis. Hybrid 

identity is a mixture of at least two cultures that "includes a local and global identity 

form, merged to create the hybrid identity" (Iyall Smith & Leavy, 2008, p. 4) The 

hybrid identity intermixes elements of the local and foreign cultures that make it 
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unique; this new identity is created when a person is living abroad and adopts a new 

culture as their own  (Iyall Smith & Leavy, 2008). This explains why the participants 

have adopted traits and elements of the Colombian, Ecuadorian and New Zealand 

culture. Hybrid identity has also permitted the participants to feel that Colombian, 

Ecuador and New Zealand are their home and identify themselves as part of these 

three countries. In addition, they are grateful for the good things these three 

countries have given them. That is why it is not rare for them to show a sense of 

belonging to the three countries mentioned above. 

5.7.5 Sub-theme 4e:  Resilience 
 

Resilience is about dealing flexibly with traumatic situations, difficulties and 

overcoming them. Resilience is also the capacity of recovery that allows them to 

be healed with respect to the serious problems they have experienced. Therefore, 

in this part, the concept of resilience is used in this context to show the capacity of 

recovery that the participants have had to move forward with their lives in New 

Zealand. According to Sleijpen et al. (2013): “resilience refers to positive 

adaptation, or the ability to sustain or regain mental health, despite experiencing 

significant adversity” (p. 2).  Likewise, Lim and Han (2016) affirm that resilience “is 

associated with successful adaptation and refers to one's ability to effectively adapt 

to stress caused by serious trauma or adversity” (p. 167). Finally, Lenette et al 

(2012) explains: “Resilience generally refers to an individual’s psychological ability 

to overcome, learn from and adapt positively to life’s adverse events” (p. 638).  

There is no doubt that the descriptions given above concord with the 

experiences of the participants. In Colombia, all of them had experienced severe 
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traumatic events, but even so, most of them appear to have dealt with their 

problems and overcome any stress or related trauma; as a result, they were able to 

rebuild their lives in New Zealand. 

The resilience of participants is reflected in their integration into New 

Zealand. Most of them claim to be integrated within the country, while others say 

they are not fully integrated into the country. They say that if they had a permanent 

job they would feel completely integrated. For example, Henry says: "(...). I do not 

feel completely integrated into the country. I need more to be fully integrated". Also, 

Sara states: “I do not think I'm fully integrated into the country. I think someday I will 

integrate. (…) I lack a job, a social circle of friends to share with and be able to feel 

integrated”.   

Rebeca’s response is very similar: 

 “I still have difficulty speaking English. Then I need more integration. But 
anyway, I try to integrate myself with more people who speak English to be 
able to learn more the language.” (Rebeca) 
 
At the same time, Mateo affirms feeling fully integrated into the country: 

 “I could say that I am integrated into this country. That is why I feel it is my 
country and I do not feel totally like a foreigner. I feel this is my house but I do 
not forget my Colombian roots”.  (Mateo) 

 

Likewise, Arturo affirms: “Yeah right. I believe that I am fully integrated and 

not partially integrated”. 

 Teresa also feels completely integrated into the country:  

“For me, integration is to integrate myself into the community, it is about 
mixing totally with them. And I'm doing this these days. I interacted with 
people from different communities. That's why I feel totally integrated into 
New Zealand.”  (Teresa) 

Finally, Claudia states: “Yes, although I lack some more things to achieve a 
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complete integration”.  

Although participants have demonstrated resilience in their process of 

integration in New Zealand, there are still times when they feel sad and nostalgic. 

Rebeca's diary shows this: 

Day 8. 

There are times that I think of all my family, my mother, my eldest son and 
my brothers who are not here with me. I miss them! 

Day 9 

This is not my week, I miss my family, today I feel like crying. 

Day 10 

I did not sleep well last night, I just wept thinking and thinking and turning in 
bed. I could not do anything, I could not concentrate. 

Day 13 

Today I asked my almighty God to listen to me and help me to get out of this 
sadness. 

Day 17 

Today I think I'm here because God wanted it so, this is the best gift, although 
my happiness is not complete because half of my life [my oldest son] stayed 
in Colombia. 

Day 24 

I feel happy ... I have a friend, it is nice to have friends like her! 

Day 35 

I feel so discouraged today ... my whole body hurts. (Rebeca's diary)11. 

 

The fact that some participants still experience everyday challenges such as 

those related to living in a foreign country, does not mean that they are not 

integrated into New Zealand. For example, many New Zealanders experience similar 

problems. Those problems are unemployment, low income, lack of friends, housing-

                                                           
11 This study did not use the diaries to a greater extent because those diaries did not express neither 
participants' feelings widely nor their interaction within New Zealand society. This was described in 
section 4.6 "Diaries/Journals." 
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related issues and mental health problems (Edwards, 2016; Bracewell-Worrall, 2017; 

Mental health in New Zealand, n.d). Nevertheless, it does not mean that these New 

Zealanders are not integrated and adapted in the country they were born and in 

which they have lived all their lives. 

It could be said that the participants are integrated into New Zealand in 

different grades, some of them are more integrated than others, some are partially 

integrated and other fully integrated. While others affirm that they would feel more 

integrated into the country by having a job and also having in New Zealand their 

family members who stayed in Colombia. The truth is that although some of them 

do not have a job and not all of their family members are in New Zealand, they still 

feel integrated into the country. On the other hand, although having a job helps with 

the integration of someone in a new country this is not the case of Mariana; even 

though she works full time she states that she does not feel integrated into this 

country and claims that she wants to leave New Zealand.  Mariana affirms: 

 “I try to follow and comply with the demands of the system, but I really do 
not feel adapted to this country. My life here is just a routine. If I had the 
money, I would live in Colombia."   (Mariana) 
 

The perception that Mariana has about her present and future is not the 

best. To my question about her future in New Zealand she answered in a loud and 

angry voice: "What future, brother? There is no future here!"  Then, I asked her, 

"what are your goals in New Zealand?" She replied: "I do not have goals here at all. 

My goal is to keep working and dreaming that someday I will win the lottery". In 

addition, Mariana said: 
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(…) This is a country that does not give one the opportunity to progress, here 
they want to have one at the lowest level, here they bring one deceived, one 
here has no future really, the future of one here is to be exploited by the 
system until one can no longer give more. And then when one cannot give 
more, they are told to take medication until one dies. This is the life I see in 
this country. (Mariana) 
 
Mariana's responses concerned me. She seemed depressed with her life in 

New Zealand. For instance, she had to separate from her partner with whom she 

came to New Zealand because WINZ asked her to support her partner economically, 

and she preferred to separate from him. Mariana said she was experiencing 

discrimination in her work. All this suggest that Mariana has some resentment with 

New Zealand and consequently, she does not feel gratified in the country and wants 

to return to Ecuador or Colombia. 

In conclusion, most of the participants are integrated into the country in one 

way or another, but some of them do not feel fully integrated into New Zealand. 

They are overcoming some challenges, such as unemployment and the absence of 

loved ones who stayed in Colombia, to further deepen their integration into New 

Zealand. Also, the fact that most of them have rebuilt their lives in the country, 

suggests that most of the participants have developed resilience. 

 

5.8 Theme 5: Appropriate support for refugees 
 

It is clear from the participants’ responses that refugees need support to be 

able to achieve successful integration in the resettlement country. This support is 

usually provided by the local government and by some NGOs. That is why all kinds 

of assistance offered to the refugees in the country of resettlement are important 
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to permit them to achieve the social and economic integration. Indeed, the aid 

provided to refugees should be appropriate for their individual 

needs/circomstances (ACNUR, 1997; New Zealand Red Cross, n.d; Immigration New 

Zealand, 2013; Department of Labour, 2004). The next sub-theme describes how 

the participants have received support in New Zealand in order to achieve their 

integration into the country. It also discusses if this kind of support has really been 

enough for them. 

 

5.8.1 Sub-theme 5a:  Support in the Mangere Refugee Resettlement  
 Centre 
 

Sub-theme 3b described the preparation that participants received at the 

Mangere Refugee Resettlement Centre. This section covers the support and the 

humanitarian treatment that the participants received in that place. Humanitarian 

treatment refers to the material assistance provided to vulnerable people such as 

victims of natural disasters and wars, refugees, migrants and others with 

humanitarian purpose (Rouleau & Redwood-Campbell, 2009). Normally, 

humanitarian aid seeks to address the socio-economic issues faced by many 

vulnerable people worldwide (Rouleau & Redwood-Campbell, 2009). 

In terms of humanitarian treatment at the Mangere Refugee Resettlement 

Centre, Rebeca says that she was well cared for and treated with kindness: "(...) the 

people who work in the refugee centre treated us very well and cared about us. We 

received appropriate treatment and I liked that very much.” 

 Unlike Rebeca's case, in the theme three, I described that Alekos was not 

happy in the refugee centre and one of the reasons for his discontent was that the 
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food was not suited to him.  In fact, he became ill and lost weight. Teresa says the 

same:  

(...) I did not like the food from that place at first. The food was very different 
from ours and as a result, my kids got sick. Later we were able to 
communicate with the people in charge of the refugee centre and they helped 
us to receive food more in accordance with our taste. (Teresa) 
 
Although Teresa and her family had problems with the quality of food 

received at the refugee centre, this problem was solved when she talked to the 

person in charge of the preparation of meals and as a result, the quality of food 

improved and the problem was solved. This could show that the employees of the 

Refugee Centre were willing to improve the quality of the support provided to the 

participants. 

Marta said an employee at the Mangere Refugee Resettlement Centre 

treated her badly: 

I remember one worker who was a cleaner in the refugee centre in Mangere 
treated me very rudely and crudely. Once when I was washing my teeth in 
the bathroom, this lady grabbed me [by the] arm and pulled me out from the 
bathroom and spoke to me in bad manners, but I could not understand why 
she did that against me. Then I felt much discriminated, offended and very 
sad. (...). Well, I submitted my complaint to the refugee centre in Mangere 
and these people apologised to me and said they did not understand why the 
refugee centre worker had treated me that way. Finally, I tried to forget the 
incident and decided to focus on the positive things of this country. Besides, 
the lady who had treated me badly was suspended from her job for several 
days. I now think that this lady, who treated me badly, had some mental 
problem, she was perhaps not normal at all. She came from a country where 
she had probably experienced many problems of violence, and perhaps that 
was why she acted in such a rude and despicable manner. (Marta) 
 
The problem with the employee was not completely resolved. A year later, 

when I arrived at the Mangere Refugee Resettlement Centre, I was able to see how 

a cleaning woman treated many refugees in a rough and unkind manner. At that 

time, I reported the matter to a social worker at the refugee centre, but nothing had 
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been done about it. So, when in the interview Marta told me about her experience 

with this woman I thought that it was the same person and that indicated the 

woman was still working in that place. It seems that in this sense, the support given 

to the refugees in this refugee centre could be improved. 

Likewise, Mariana's response about the support the refugees receive at the 

Mangere Refugee Resettlement Centre indicates another problem: 

(...).  The truth is that you can get misinformed in the refugee centre and 
before you arrive there. When you get to Mangere, that's what I call the 
decontamination centre, because you are put there in quarantine separately 
from the community to isolate you from bringing parasites to the people 
here. There in Mangere, you are studied as if you were a bug to see if one is 
fit to be in New Zealand society. And they also put you in that refugee centre 
to give you clear accounts of how things are here. But, really deep down, they 
do not tell the refugees the truth of how things are here really. (Mariana) 
 
According to Foucault (1975), freedom is the most valuable asset that a 

human being possesses. For that reason, a severe form of punishment adopted by 

human society to punish criminals is isolation in prisons; in prison, the condemned 

feel the rudeness and discipline of the power exercised over them to keep them 

separated from society. It is understandable then that a person who is in prison does 

not feel happy (Foucault, 1975). For this reason, the arguments presented by 

Foucault (1975) could explain the words mentioned by Mariana, since when she 

arrived at the Mangere Refugee Resettlement Centre she felt isolated like in a prison 

where she had to submit to the rules and disciplines of that place because she had 

no another option. Probably, Mariana's words were too strong, but that is her 

perception of how things were at the refugee centre. However, Mariana is right 

when she says that refugees are not told the whole truth about life in New Zealand. 

Some participants claim that if they had been told the full truth about how life really 
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was for refugees in New Zealand during their first five years in the country, some of 

them would not have come to New Zealand. For instance, before coming to New 

Zealand refugees are not informed that many refugees in the country remain 

unemployed for many years and that most of them find it difficult to obtain well-

paid employment (Department of Labour, 2014; Ministry of Social Development, 

2008). False expectations turn into frustrations when refugees are settled in the 

community. Frequently, only positive things are said, but they do not report on 

some negative things, as for example, the difficulties with finding a job which was 

discussed by all the participants. 

In conclusion, one could say that the participants received humanitarian 

support and social assistance when they lived in the refugee centre in Mangere. 

However, some participants claim that this support presented shortcomings that 

needed to be addressed such as food quality, restrictions on refugees and 

information about life in New Zealand.  

5.8.2 Sub-theme 5b:  Support by WINZ 
 

Once settled in the community the participants began to receive social 

assistance from WINZ. This support is commonly called benefit and is the minimum 

to survive in New Zealand. The amount of money received by the participants 

depends on their age, marital status and the number of children. However, the social 

assistance provided by WINZ presents serious weaknesses that have made the 

participants sad, worried and stressed. 
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Something that stresses the participants a lot is constant letters from WINZ 

where they are threatened with the possibility of cutting off their benefits. Rebeca 

described her situation:  

For me, the two challenges have been the lack of English and the lack of 
understanding from WINZ to help us. WINZ believes that one is lazy and does 
not want to work. But the truth is that because of the lack of English, no job 
is found.  (…) Although Work and Income have helped me a lot, it has caused 
me a lot of stress by sending many letters that sometimes I do not understand 
and this stresses me a lot.  Every time I go to the mailbox and find a Work 
and Income letter, I wonder if it will be bad news and I say, "I hope they do 
not bother me." Because I have heard that WINZ annoys many Colombians, 
but one does not know what the reasons are. Many times, before opening a 
letter from WINZ I feel very nervous thinking that I will receive bad news that 
my benefit will be suspended. And this makes me very stressed. All these 
problems mentioned above have prevented me from learning English faster 
because it keeps me from concentrating on classes. 
 (Rebeca) 

 
She added: 
I feel sad for not being able to speak fluent English and also because WINZ 
does not really understand my situation. I think the government wants one 
to compare with people from here and sometimes this is not good because 
we are foreigners and we do not have the same skills and culture as the 
people who were born here. In addition, WINZ threatens a lot of cutting off 
benefits and this is very stressful.   (Rebeca) 
 
Mateo expressed the same feelings:  
 
Many times, WINZ has created a lot of stress for me with their letters where 
they pressure me to get a job. And when one gets a job they immediately cut 
off the benefit to one before he/she receives their first salary and this puts 
one in a desperate situation because there are no resources to cover the 
expenses for the week. WINZ should continue giving one the benefit until one 
receives the first salary. But if this salary is not enough, they should continue 
supplying support. (Mateo) 

 
 It may be noted that WINZ pushes too hard for refugees to get a job, but 

WINZ really does very little to help them to integrate into working life. The case of 

Henry is one such example: 
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I have always wanted to have my own business in New Zealand, despite the 
limitation of language and my age. I have always been interested in progress. 
So, on one occasion, I was talking with Work and Income to help me set up 
my own business. Unfortunately, they did not have the capacity to lend me 
enough money to buy the equipment to set up my carpentry shop. They only 
offered me $ 10,000 dollars and told me that if I received that money I would 
not be entitled to receive more government benefits. So, I did not accept the 
money because I thought it was not viable to accept that offer with such low 
capital. Also, I went to the banks to make loans, but it was not possible to get 
the money to create my own business. So, I decided to continue looking for a 
part-time or full-time job, but this has not been possible either. I think that 
with all the money that the government has given me in a form of a benefit 
during the eight and a half years that I have lived in New Zealand, I could 
have created my own business. So, with these limitations, one gets 
frustrated. Like me, many refugees want to be able to create their own 
businesses, but there is no help from the government to be able to log it. 
(Henry) 
 
The participants affirmed that WINZ is promoting the separation of refugee 

families. There are cases where a single adult receives more money and a greater 

benefit than a married couple12. So, in view of that, some couples have seen that it 

is more advantageous to be separated and then have proceeded to leave their 

partners because the money provided by WINZ is not enough for an unemployed 

couple, Sara's diary confirms this:  

I believe that WINZ indirectly promotes the separation of families. Today I 
visited a friend and she told me that lately, she has had problems with her 
husband because he started working. Then, on the one hand, they are happy 
and glad that he has his work. But on the other hand, during first the week 
of his employment, WINZ cut off the benefit for both of them, and the 
problem is that the salary of the husband is very low because he is not a 
professional and now he says he cannot cover all home expenses. In addition, 
my friend has not been able to learn much English, so it has not been possible 
for her to get a job, although she has done many jobs as a volunteer. Now 
they both are willing to separate because of the economic situation. He does 

                                                           
12 It has been known of some cases where a single adult receives a weekly benefit of $ 380 dollars 
per week. While a married couple receive $ 176 dollars each or $352 dollars the both together. Surely 
someone will say that it is due to the circumstances of each, and this may be true in certain respects, 
but what cannot be denied is that according to the participants this system seems to be totally absurd 
and unfair. 
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not want to take care of all household expenses, and she does not want to be 
an economic burden for her husband. (Sara’s diary) 
 
Sara is not the only participant who thinks WINZ indirectly promotes the 

separation of families, Mariana separated from her partner with whom she came to 

New Zealand and blames WINZ for her separation. She says it in the next quote: 

One of the challenges I have faced in this country is not agreeing on how 
certain things work here. For example, if a person has his partner and this 
gets a job then he has to support his partner because WINZ cuts off the 
benefit to his partner. And I could experience this unfortunate situation, 
WINZ cut the benefit to my partner because I got a job. The money I earned 
in my job was not enough for both of us, besides I was not happy to support 
my partner and that's why finally my partner and I had to separate. I have 
also seen other refugee couples who have had to separate due to the same 
problem. For all this and other things, I am not happy in this country. I try to 
survive in this country just as I survived in Ecuador, but here I am not happy. 
(Mariana) 

 
These accounts of the participants indicate that the support provided by 

WINZ to the participants have not been really practical. In general, participants 

complain that these grants are insufficient to cover their weekly expenses. In 

addition, many Colombian refugees claim that if WINZ is unable to meet the needs 

of refugees, then New Zealand should not bring more refugees into the country, 

because if WINZ cannot support the refugees already in their care, how they will 

support the refugees who will come to the country? In short, then, it could be said 

that WINZ's aid to refugees has certain gaps. Additionally, WINZ creates much stress 

for the refugees by sending them constant letters and threatening them with the 

loss of the benefit. It is possible to suggest that WINZ needs to understand the 

circumstances of refugees better to allow for a more comprehensive support. 

Suggestions on how to improve this problem are presented by participants in sub-

topic 6b.   
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5.8.3 Sub-theme 5c:  Support by Housing New Zealand Corporation 
 

It is well known that housing is a fundamental part of life of every human 

being. House rent in New Zealand is costly; one of the most expensive worldwide. 

According to Callahan (2017) “New Zealand has had the highest rise in house prices, 

costs the most against the average person's income and now has the biggest 

difference between house prices and renting prices" (para. 3).   

However, the majority of the participants in this research have not had 

problems with the housing. Nevertheless, there have been some cases where the 

participants had problems accessing a house from Housing New Zealand. Below is 

the story of Teresa: 

(...). Another time I felt like returning to Ecuador was when I had a problem 
with the house I lived in. I had to move house, I had a big problem, after living 
there for a year and a half, the owners of the house where I lived sold it and 
the new owners asked me to vacate the house. The truth is that they had also 
asked me to leave the house because the neighbours had complained saying 
that in my home they shielded music all the time at high volume. With this 
bad reference, we had to leave the house. The day came when we had to 
leave the house and we had nowhere else to go. That has been the hardest 
day I've experienced in New Zealand. Then, when I saw that I did not have a 
roof for my children, I felt very sad and eager to return to Ecuador. In fact, I 
went to the office of WINZ and I told them to return me to Ecuador because 
I did not have a home to live with my children. I told them to give me a house 
or else they would send me back to the country where I came from. Finally, 
the New Zealand government helped me and gave us a new home, this help 
was received after a month and a half. Later the Colombian refugees helped 
us to move to the new house and with the help of God there we are living in 
the new house and are satisfied and very happy. (Teresa) 

 
 This case reminds me that many refugees in New Zealand feel helpless 

because they cannot afford a private house and have difficulties receiving 

government housing due to the limited number of this housing. Because refugees 

have low incomes and paying for a private home is impossible, they prefer to live in 
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a government-provided home, but this is not always easy as Teresa's example 

demonstrated. 

Claudia had a similar experience, but with a less happy ending. Claudia was 

initially settled in the community in a Housing New Zealand Corporation (HNZC) 

house; she was very happy with her house, but unfortunately, her house was 

burgled, so on the recommendation of the police she had to leave that house and 

move to a private house in a less dangerous neighbourhood: 

(...) I feel very safe here. However, here I had a very sad problem when I was 
resettled in the community. At that time, I had only five months after arriving 
in New Zealand. My house got burgled, they stole everything I had and this 
was very hard for me because I thought that here, in this country, they did 
not steal and that one could leave the doors and windows open. But 
unfortunately, it was not so and many things were stolen in my house. The 
thieves broke the glass of a window and they went into the house, they stole 
even the food that I had in the refrigerator, also took my baby's diapers. This 
for me was very traumatic, I had to receive therapies with the psychologist, 
because it was very traumatic for me to get home and see the broken glass, 
blood on the floor and to see that my belongings had been stolen. I also found 
it very curious that I had never been burgled in my life, neither in Colombia 
nor Ecuador, but I came to New Zealand and only five months after being 
resettled in the community I am robbed in my house. This was very sad for 
me (...). (Claudia) 
 
Three years ago, Claudia had to move out from the house of Housing New 

Zealand, then she had to live in a private house. Claudia says that her economic 

resources are not sufficient to afford the weekly rent of the private home.   Claudia 

has presented her case several times to Housing New Zealand, but they have advised 

her to wait and she is on the waiting list now. However, Claudia complains that she 

has already waited almost three years and the issue has not been resolved yet. 

 
In conclusion, in New Zealand, most of the participants have been satisfied 

with the support they have received from Housing New Zealand Corporation. 
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However, some participants have not received support from Housing New Zealand 

Corporation, as a result, they have to make great sacrifices to pay the weekly rent 

of a private house. Additionally, some participants claim that there are deficiencies 

in the systems of Housing New Zealand such as too many requirements to be 

included in the waiting list, waiting so long time to receive a house and not having 

the right to choose the house where the refugee wants to live.  

5.8.4 Sub-theme 5d: Support for employment 
 

Employment forms a very important part in the life of human beings. Thanks 

to employment a person can feel useful within society. In addition, work brings 

several benefits such as work experience, professional satisfaction, enhancement of 

network relationship, development of new skills, income, self-esteem improvement 

and personal contribution to society (Muñoz, 2016). Therefore, employment is 

fundamental for the successful integration of refugees in the country (Ministry of 

Social Development, 2008). Unfortunately, most of the participants are 

unemployed. Of the 13 participants, only three or 23% have a full-time stable 

employment; while eight of them (61%) are unemployed. Two participants do casual 

jobs, which would represent 15% of my participants.    

 

 Working 
full-time  

Totally 
unemployed 

Casual 
workers 

Totals 

Participants 3 8 2 13 
% 23% 62% 15% 100% 

 
Table 6. Employment statistics. 
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The participants commented that they have not received the support of the 

government to obtain a decent and well-paid job. The participants claimed they all 

wanted to work full-time instead of continuing their dependency on government 

social assistance. Some have had problems with their employers. Henry said that on 

one occasion he found employment but his employer did not pay him: 

Here in New Zealand, I have done a lot of jobs, but my salary has not been 
paid. I have been cheated, in New Zealand, I have been put to work and then 
I have not received my salary. Once, we went to the court to have my 
employer cancel my salary, but even though the court found my employer 
guilty, he claimed that he had no money to pay me, so I had to resign myself 
to not receiving the money.  (Henry) 

 
Henry expressed his view during the focus group. During the individual 

interview, Henry said in the past the same employer had hired eight Colombian 

refugees to paint houses and none of them were paid their salary: 

 (...).  I remember that there were people who made me work and they did 
not pay me, because they said that I was a refugee and had a benefit, another 
person gave us job for three weeks, it was me and other eight Colombians, 
and he did not pay us, so we took him to court, and although the Judge found 
in our favour, the employer never paid us any money, he still owes us. I do 
not like these shortcomings in the country. (Henry) 

 
Henry’s story suggests that refugees are not receiving the necessary support 

to get a job. Henry’s failure to find employment after eight years in New Zealand 

contrasts with his previous experience when he visited his brother in the United 

States. He was able to get a job a few days later after arriving in the US:   

(...).  I would like to add that my brother who lives in the United States invited 
me to spend a holiday at his house in Miami. A few days after arriving in 
Miami I got a job and I worked there for almost two months. So, to me here 
in New Zealand in almost nine years, I have not been given a job because I do 
not speak fluent English, while in Miami I was given employment as soon as 
I arrived. Even in Miami, I could see many people working legally without 
knowing any English. Then in New Zealand, the lack of English is used as an 
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excuse, to deny employment to many people who do not speak the language 
perfectly. (Henry) 
 
Likewise, Sara has tried to get a job in New Zealand, but unsuccessfully.  In 

her diary, she writes that she searches for jobs online but does not find anything for 

her. The quotation from her diary is presented below: 

At least once a week I look for a job in Trademe.co.nz. I like to see what jobs 
are offered on that website and I always have the hope to find a job for me. 
The bad thing is that every job always required that the person has a good 
level of English and working experience in New Zealand. So, after looking at 
some job offers and reading the requirements, I close the website and turn 
off the computer. Then I become very sad, depressed and I begin thinking 
about possibilities of getting ahead in this country. And that is what I did 
today. (Sara’s diary) 
 
A popular proverb says: "Give a man a fish and you feed him for a day; teach 

a man to fish and you feed him for a lifetime.” Applying it to this situation, one could 

say that WINZ benefit payments feed the participants for a day, but they do not help 

them gain a job and become self-supporting.  The evidence found in this study shows 

that participants often have not received adequate support to integrate into the 

labour market. WINZ and the Red Cross have assistance programmes for 

unemployed people to assist them with getting a job. However, the findings of this 

study show that this support has not been successful for my participants. Thus, the 

refugees continue to face unemployment and constantly receive intimidating letters 

from WINZ that presses them to get a job, without realising that they need specific 

support to get integrated into the labour market. There is no programme in New 

Zealand that allows rapid integration of new refugees into the labour force.  
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5.8.5 Sub-theme 5e:  Support for education 
 

The New Zealand government offers educational subsidies which ease 

access to education for its citizens (StudyLink, n.da). As previously mentioned, when 

the refugees arrive in the country they receive six weeks of English classes and 

general information about life in New Zealand. Subsequently, once settled in the 

community, participants receive support to continue studying English. Currently, 

four participants are still studying English full-time or part-time.  However, only one 

participant has been able to continue with the tertiary undergraduate study. 

Another participant undertook an apprenticeship course to integrate into working 

life and as a result, this participant is working full-time in a boat factory. 

Although the support that the participants have received in New Zealand for 

their education has been good, there are some shortcomings that Sara describes in 

her diary: 

I think that the only way to get ahead in this country and get a job is 
education. But I have seen how Study Link put pressure on refugees who want 
to study. Sometimes, Study Link cut off for weeks the benefit of some 
students, and they have children and expenses to cover. So, in addition to the 
stress to master a new language English due to the difficulties that this 
implies, you also have the economic problems when the payment of Study 
Link is too low. Also, if a person does well he cannot study beyond a degree 
because the support ends there. So, a refugee is hardly going to be highly 
qualified, this is a form of discrimination in my opinion, that in this way they 
control us so we do not advance and occupy high employment positions in 
this country. (Sara's diary) 

 
 It is important to note that when a student in New Zealand wants to do 

postgraduate studies, Study Link does not support them by giving allowance; this 

student needs to apply for a loan living cost for his / her maintenance expenses but 

has no right to receive any allowance, unless the student is studying a bachelor's 
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degree with honours (StufyLink, n.db). It seems then that Study Link punish students 

who want to study a postgraduate course by not giving them an allowance.  

In conclusion, it could be said that the participants have received support for 

their integration into the country. This support began to be given to participants 

since their arrival in the country when they spent their first six weeks at the Mangere 

Refugee Resettlement Centre. Once they were settled in the community, they 

started to receive economic assistance from WINZ. Also, they received support for 

housing and education. However, this support has not helped participants to 

become integrated into the workforce and become self-sufficient. Only three 

participants have full-time stable employment, while the rest have not been able to 

find a permanent job and achieve economic independence.  As a result, they 

continue living on social welfare and receive the constant pressure from WINZ to 

find employment. This situation makes the participants stressed and in constant fear 

about their social support (benefit) could be cancelled at any time. 

5.9 Theme 6: The refugee term 
 

This is the last theme presented in this chapter. This theme is divided into 

two sub-themes which are:  the wrong use of the refugee term and discrimination 

associated with the refugee term. This theme focuses on the misuse that many 

people give to the refugee term and also explains how this term generates 

discrimination against refugees in New Zealand and worldwide generally. This 

chapter concludes with the sub-themes already described. 
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5.9.1     Sub-theme 6a:  Wrong use of the refugee term 
 

Chapter one explained that according to the article I of the 1951 Convention 

on the Status of Refugees and it's 1967 Protocol, a refugee is a person who possesses 

a well-founded fear of being persecuted in his country for reasons of race, religion, 

nationality and political opinions. Due to this fear the person is outside his country 

of origin (p. 14).  

The aforementioned is the technical definition that governments give to the 

refugee term. Even so, many people have a misconception about the refugee term.  

To illustrate, the vast majority continue calling refugees people who come to New 

Zealand as former refugees resettled in the country, although these people are no 

longer refugees. Indeed, they obtained permanent residence in New Zealand before 

entering the country. However, the misuse of the refugee term is so common that 

many former refugees continue to identify themselves as such; while others do not 

want to be called refugees any more. In chapter one, I mentioned that personally, I 

do not mind being called a refugee because somehow, I still feel like a refugee. In 

my opinion, the refugee status of an adult only ends when he/she returns to live 

permanently in his/her country of origin. Otherwise, he/she will always be 

considered a refugee in a foreign land.   

Thus, in the interviews with the participants I wanted to know if they still felt 

like refugees and so I asked them the following question: Do you consider yourself 

a refugee? Marta answered: "I do not consider myself a refugee, I was a refugee, but 

I am no longer a refugee". Similarly, Claudia answered: "Well, now not as much as 

before. I knew that in Ecuador I was a refugee, but here I do not want to take into 

account the term refugee". The same response is given by Teresa: "I do not consider 
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myself a refuge any longer. I consider myself one more citizen in this country". The 

same pattern is repeated in Arturo's reply; he affirms: "I no longer see myself as a 

refugee. And once I receive my citizenship certificate I will no longer be a refugee".  

Mateo answered: "At first, I felt like a refugee and many people made me feel that I 

was a refugee. But now I do not feel like a refugee".  Alekos is another participant 

who does not consider himself as a refugee. He said: "No, not anymore, because 

when you take refuge is because you are seeking protection, and I feel safe here". 

Likewise, Magdalena said: "I used to consider myself a refugee but no longer".  

The presented responses from the participants, reveal that most of them do 

not consider themselves refugees. They affirm that in Ecuador they were refugees, 

but in New Zealand, they are no longer refugees. However, there are times when 

they call themselves refugees.  After having finished the interviews with them I 

proceeded to have an informal conversation with the participants and during this 

conversation, I noticed that they continued calling themselves refugees. Maybe they 

said this unconsciously or perhaps to refer to the fact that they are former refugees. 

Anyway, this could show that the term refugee creates confusion, even among the 

refugees themselves. As Ramona explained: "Yes [I feel like a refugee] because I still 

do not feel that I am from here, I feel like a foreign person". 

Most of the participants are aware that they are no longer refugees and 

therefore do not consider themselves as such. Nevertheless, there are occasions 

when the participants continue calling themselves refugees, perhaps because most 

of the people in the community continue calling them refugees and consequently 

the former refugees continue to carry that label.  
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The concept of refugee, how the community continues identifying the 

former refugees, could be explained using Hall’s (1993) definition of cultural 

identity.  He suggested that cultural identity is dynamic and undergoes a constant 

transformation; this transformation or development means that we are identified 

by what we really are and by what we have become. Therefore, these people, who 

were once citizens in Colombia, became refugees in Ecuador and therefore were 

identified as such. In addition, after confirming their refugee status, these people 

were resettled in New Zealand, so they are still being identified as refugees. 

However, in the future, when some of these people become doctors, engineers, 

accountants etc they will be identified individually according to their profession and 

not as refugees because their cultural identity will have developed as explained by 

Hall (1993). Then it is possible that the community no longer identifies the former 

refugee, say, as the refugee Joseph, but rather as, say, Dr Joseph.  In this case, hybrid 

identity permits that the refugee adopts different cultural identities such as refugee, 

Colombian, Kiwi, nurse, engineer, being identified as such (Iyall Smith & Leavy, 

2008). 

5.9.2      Sub-theme 6b:  Discrimination associated with the refugee  
      term 
 

Participants state that because of their refugee status they often have had 

to face discrimination both in Ecuador and in New Zealand. For example, Sara states 

that in New Zealand she has experienced discrimination as a refugee. In Sara’s 

words:  

(...) I remember one time a Kiwi guy said to me: "You refugees never change, 
no matter how you begin to work or study, you will always be refugees. You 
will never be able to get ahead, you in your mind will never be able to 
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overcome your traumas and problems and therefore you will never go 
forward or cease to be refugees”. The words that that person said surprised 
me a lot, so I asked him to repeat what he had said because I thought maybe 
I had understood incorrectly, but he repeated me exactly the same words. He 
returned to tell me that all the traumas that we, as refugees, bring with us 
do not allow us to change and move forward, and much less to overcome. 
(Sara) 
 
(...) I think that this man is not right. In addition, getting ahead depends on 
each person. We fought hard in Colombia, escaped from Colombia and did 
not lose our lives, I also fought hard in Ecuador not to let myself starve, and 
with all those difficulties I was able to get ahead. And here in New Zealand, I 
keep fighting. So, all that struggle to go ahead and -adapt to every country 
where I have lived is a proof that we are able to overcome obstacles and get 
ahead. (Sara) 
 
(...) I have also seen many documentaries, where many immigrants who do 
not speak English very well get jobs in other English-speaking countries such 
as the United States and even Australia. In these documentaries, people say 
that although their English is not good they have several jobs. So, here in New 
Zealand, such discrimination exists that if a person does not speak perfect 
English you are not an intelligent person and do not get employment. That is 
a form of discrimination that has affected me very much. (Sara) 

 
Notably, the discrimination Sara had faced in New Zealand is associated with 

her refugee status. She adds: "if one says that one is a refugee then one is 

stigmatised as a person of low academic and professional level". In view of this, 

doing the interviews, I asked the participants what they thought about the refugee 

term.  The answers are very important: 

 
“I think it is a discriminatory term that should be changed by another 

because that term is like the lowest in society”. (Mariana) 
 
“I think sometimes the term refugee is used in a discriminatory way, so I 
never say anywhere that I am a refugee”. (Marta)  
 
“I think so. I feel that the term refugee is like a giant hand that is crushing 
me.”  (Claudia). 
 
“We are not refugees, we are people who have been resettled in this country. 
That is why we have to work to contribute to the country and not to depend 
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all the time on the government, in this way we show gratitude for the help 
we have received and given a good impression to New Zealand.” (Teresa) 
 
In addition to the question “Do you think the refugee term should be 

changed to avoid such discrimination?” Marta said: "I think so. The name alone 

makes one feel sick and depressed". Claudia said: “Yes, a softer term should be used. 

Because the refugee term itself depresses one and makes me feel inferior”. Teresa 

affirms: “Yes, I think it should be changed. Because this is a very strong term that 

people see as people of low social, economic, academic and cultural level.”  Next 

quotations from Arturo, Mateo, Alekos, Magdalena and Ramona: 

“Yes, because the exiled word is better heard. The term refugee is used as a 
person who is an economic burden for the country. That is why I agree that 
this refugee term should be changed, also, because the refugee term inspires 
hurt and discrimination for many people.” (Arturo) 
 
“Yes, there were times [in NZ] when some co-workers discriminated against 
me for being a refugee and for not speaking English in a correct way. They 
also discriminated against me because I was Colombian and they treated me 
as a cocaine consumer. I also think that the term refugee is a discriminatory 
term even among the Colombian community itself. And they see the refugee 
as a person inferior to an immigrant, that's why I do not like the refugee term. 
I think the refugee term should be changed.” (Mateo) 

“Yes, I believe that term inspires hurt, pain. I think it should be changed to 
another perhaps something like exiled. However, I think that the fact that a 
person is not given a job for not having perfect English is a kind of 
discrimination. “(Alekos) 

“Yes, I believe that many people see this term as a term of people 
economically maintained by the government. I think another term should be 
used to identify these people. They should be called migrants and not 
refugees. (...) Yes, at first, I experienced discrimination. For example, at 
school, the classmates called me monkey and they called me nigger. But now 
I feel that I am no longer a refugee and therefore I am not discriminated 
against.” (Magdalena) 

“Nor do I see it neither as a beautiful term. Nor a passable or acceptable, 
tolerable term. Contrarily, I do believe that a more elegant term should be 
used to identify the refugees.” (Ramona) 
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Finally, Ramona said she had faced discrimination from Colombian 

immigrants who believe that refugees had a lower socioeconomic level than 

immigrants. Hence, Ramona states: 

  (...) some Colombian immigrants, who came to New Zealand, have made 
me feel relegated and of lesser socioeconomic status because of the label or 
the stigma of the refugee term. (Ramona) 

 

In conclusion, from the quotations of the participants, it can be seen that 

they have experienced discrimination due to carrying the label of refugees.  This is 

evident in Sara's case when a New Zealander told her that the refugees were 

condemned to failure simply because they were refugees and because of their 

traumas. Likewise, Mateo affirms that he was discriminated against in the workplace 

because he was a refugee and because he was Colombian. Ramona has also 

experienced discrimination from Colombian tourists who think that the refugees are 

people of low socioeconomic status. The discrimination associated with the refugee 

term is a harsh reality that cannot be ignored. For this reason, the participants 

affirmed that this term promotes discrimination and that it should be changed to 

another. Both Arturo and Alekos suggested that refugees should be identified as 

exiles instead of refugees in order to reduce discrimination toward these people. 

5.10 Conclusion 
 

The first theme presented in this chapter showed most of the participants 

felt satisfied with their quality of life in Colombia. Thus, they had not planned to live 

abroad. However, the lives of the participants were put in danger during the 

Colombian war and they had to escape from Colombia. The second theme explained 
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that when the participants arrived in Ecuador, they had to resign themselves to 

rebuilding their lives in that country. But it was not easy because they had to face 

discrimination and poor living conditions in Ecuador. In that country, the 

participants were recognised as refugees and later received a little preparation by 

the UNHCR to be resettled in New Zealand.   The third theme titled ‘Resettlement in 

New Zealand’, described the preparation received by the participants during their 

first six weeks at the Mangere Refugee Resettlement Centre; this preparation aims 

to help them to integrate into the community.  Nevertheless, once settled into the 

community, the participants started facing many challenges such lack of English, lack 

of relationships with others in the community, mental health issues, discrimination 

and frustration due to unemployment. 

The fourth theme explained the integration process of the participants into 

New Zealand society.  Although the participants had to face several challenges in 

their integration process in New Zealand most of them have achieved integration in 

the country and this has been due to the fact that they have been able to reconcile 

themselves with the culture of New Zealand and resigned themselves to rebuilding 

their lives in this country. Love for New Zealand has been another cause to achieve 

integration into the country. For this reason, many participants identify themselves 

as Kiwis. The fifth theme showed that the participants have received support for 

their integration into the country; this included humanitarian assistance at the 

Mangere Refugee Resettlement Centre, social welfare from WINZ, housing by 

Housing New Zealand Corporation and education support from StudyLink. 

Unfortunately, this support has not helped participants to integrate into the 

workforce and being self-sufficient. 
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Lastly, in the sixth theme, the participants exposed the wrong use of refugee 

term by many people in New Zealand and explained that discrimination faced by 

them in New Zealand is associated with the refugee term and suggests that the 

refugee term should be changed. 

In chapter six I analyse and discuss the findings presented in this chapter 

(five) in relation to the relevant literature described in chapter three. 
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CHAPTER SIX: ANALYSIS AND DISCUSSION 
 

6.1     Introduction 
 

This chapter analyses and discusses the findings according to the six themes 

presented in the previous chapter. The chapter organised in chronological order: 

the lives of the participants before escaping from Colombia, their stay in Ecuador as 

refugees and their resettlement in New Zealand.  

6.2 Theme 1: Living in Colombia 
 

This part analyses how the life of the participants in Colombia was before 

and after being victims of the Colombian armed conflict. It also examines the 

feelings of the participants at that time. 

The findings of this study suggest that the majority of participants enjoyed 

their life in Colombia. Regardless of their social status, all of them felt happy in their 

country of origin before becoming victims of the Colombian armed conflict. 

Therefore, they never thought about the possibility of migrating to another country. 

Their lives changed dramatically when they became victims of the Colombian armed 

conflict. From that moment, they began to live in fear and no longer felt safe.  This 

made them to flee the country in order to protect their lives.  

Mariana said in the interview that her experiences in Colombia and 

especially the violence she witnessed reminded her of a Hollywood movie. If we 

apply this metaphor more broadly, we could say their lives in Colombia were like a 

movie in the sense that in certain films, the main characters enjoyed a happy life at 

first, but then the antagonist of the film does a lot of damage and as a result the 
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protagonist's life is negatively affected and the main characters begin to experience 

many problems. This is precisely what the participants experienced in Colombia. 

Their escape from Colombia brought other problems as happens in a film, but at the 

end of the movie, everything is solved and the protagonists return to enjoy a happy 

life as it was at the beginning of the movie. Likewise, the participants of this study 

have been the protagonists of their own "movie" or story where, at first, everything 

was good for them, but then because of the Colombian armed conflict everything 

became problematic for them, but in the end, they were rewarded with a happy life 

in New Zealand.   

When I arrived in New Zealand I told a religious leader some of my 

experiences about violence in Colombia, then after listening to my story, he said:  "I 

cannot believe what you're saying, to me this is incredible ... it seems like a 

Hollywood movie ... I am not saying that you're lying, but because here in New 

Zealand, we do not see that kind of violence ... simply my mind cannot understand 

it".  

Research by Gárate, (2014), Bermudez (2013), Castillo (2005) and Gottwald 

(2004) show that the Colombian armed conflict resulted in growing poverty, sexual 

violence, kidnappings, missing people, torture, mass killings, internal displacement 

and refugees.  Likewise, the participants claim to have been victims of kidnapping, 

torture, death threats, extortions, forced displacement and even murder of family 

members. Thus, it can be seen that the participants were victims of the Colombian 

war. Certainly, the facts already exposed shows that my findings support those 

studies already mentioned. Furthermore, Orjuela (2012) states that in Colombia 

many people have had to flee in order to avoid losing their lives in the crossfire 
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between the fighting groups such as guerrilla groups, paramilitaries and the national 

army. 

In the findings of this research three participants affirmed that they have 

experienced a situation similar to that described by Orjuela (2012). Henry in the 

personal interview and in the focus group stated that in Colombia he often had to 

witness combats between illegal armed groups.  Under those circumstances, Henry 

and his family felt very frightened and thought they were going to lose their lives 

during those confrontations. Sara and Claudia also had to flee their homes for fear 

of losing their lives in the crossfire.  

Likewise, according to Gottwald (2004), thousands of parents have fled their 

homes, worrying that their children will be recruited and forced to participate in the 

Colombian war. Similarly, in this research three participants affirmed that they 

experienced a situation similar to that described by Gottwald (2004). For instance, 

Teresa had to flee from Colombia for fear that her oldest son would be recruited 

against his will to take part in the Colombian war. Arturo faced the same experience 

when his son was recruited by an illegal armed group and days later the young man 

was found dead. Mariana also experienced the murder of his son.  

 Jaramillo, Villa and Sánchez (2004) state that many Colombians are 

persecuted within the country by members of the armed conflict in Colombia. The 

situations described by Jaramillo, Villa and Sánchez (2004) were similar to the case 

described by Alekos, who was persecuted by paramilitary groups inside Colombia 

he was forced to flee to Ecuador to save his life. Rebeca said that she and her family 

had to flee to Ecuador because a group of paramilitaries were looking for her 

husband to kill him. Henry, Sara, Claudia, Mariana, Arturo and Marta also 
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experienced persecution by guerrilla groups in Colombia.  Their experiences concord 

with the findings of Jaramillo, Villa and Sánchez (2004). 

Previous research about displaced people in Colombia by Castillo (2005) has 

shown the difficult situations faced by them. For instance, Puertas, Ríos and Del 

Valle (2006) explain that a problem affecting displaced people in Colombia is mental 

disorders. In their research Puertas, Ríos and Del Valle (2006) concluded that a large 

number of people, displaced by violence in Colombia suffer common mental 

disorders due to traumas associated with their forced displacements. Equally, this 

study found that during their life in Colombia the participants faced mental health 

issues like those described by Puertas, Ríos, and del Valle (2006) in their research. 

The participants state that due to their traumatic experiences in Colombia they had 

to face stress, depression, fears and sadness. Thus, Henry said that at that time he 

felt very sad and quite discouraged. Because it was not easy for him to have to leave 

all his belongings and start fleeing from one place to another. 

 
Laura is another participant who reported mental health issues in Colombia; 

She remembers that those were the most difficult times of her life. She was very 

worried about how she would feed her children and give them a decent home and 

proper education. Laura was very sad, nervous, with much fear and uncertainty.  

Similarly, Rebeca said her moods at that time in Colombia were on the ground. 

Because it was a situation of great uncertainty to have to flee to a country that she 

did not know. This made her feel very sad. It took Rebeca years to recover 

emotionally from these difficult experiences. 
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Overall, my research found that the living conditions of the participants in 

Colombia were reasonably good before being victims of the Colombian armed 

conflict. As a result of the armed conflict, they started experiencing a difficult life. In 

addition, the traumatic experiences faced by the participants created mental health 

issues that often last until present. Furthermore, the findings presented in this 

theme about the living conditions of the participants in Colombia, are very similar 

with the findings of other research conducted about the living conditions of the 

victims during the Colombian war (Castillo, 2005; Gottwald, 2004; Bermudez, 2013; 

Gárate, 2014; ACNUR, 2015; Reyes, 2013; Paz in Motion, 2016).  There is no doubt 

that the internal war in Colombia radically changed the lives of these people and left 

deep physical and emotional damage. For instance, the internal Colombian war that 

supposedly sought the liberation of vulnerable people from poverty and social 

segregation has not brought any benefit to these people; on the contrary, these 

innocent civilians have been the main victims of this armed conflict and instead of 

being liberated from poverty, this conflict made them displaced and refugees, which 

increased their poverty. 

6.3 Theme 2: Living in Ecuador 
 

Living in Ecuador was the second theme that emerged in this research. This 

included the arrival of the participants in Ecuador, their living conditions in that 

country, the asylum process to become recognized as refugees, the process to be 

resettled in New Zealand, and their preparation before arriving in New Zealand.  

According to Gottwald (2004), Ecuador is one of the countries where 

thousands of Colombians arrive in search of international protection. My findings 

confirm this fact. Furthermore, Jaramillo (2008) states that thousands of Colombians 
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did not formally request the refugee status when arriving in Ecuador, either because 

they did not know enough about the international law regarding refugees and 

asylum seekers, or due to fear of being deported to Colombia by the immigration 

police. 

The findings of this research are similar to those of Jaramillo (2008). For 

instance, Rebeca, explained that due to persecution by the paramilitaries, she and 

her family had to flee to Ecuador. When they arrived in Ecuador, they lived for more 

than one year without applying for the refugee status, since Rebeca and her family 

did not know that they had the right to request the refugee status from the 

Ecuadorian government.  Before fleeing from Colombia, Alekos knew he could apply 

for refugee status in Ecuador, but he did not do it because he was afraid that in the 

process, he would be discovered by his persecutors and possibly deported to 

Colombia. That is the reason why Alekos lived for about 10 years in Ecuador without 

making an application to be recognized as a refugee.  

Likewise, my findings concur with the research by Sanchez (2016) who 

states: "Ecuador and (...) Venezuela were the main destinations for Colombians (...) 

they usually (...) lived for many years without being recognized as refugees and 

therefore without appropriate assistance" (p. 104).  Jaramillo (2008) and Sanchez 

(2016) both agree that many Colombians fleeing to Ecuador had to spend many 

years without applying for refugee status. However, the findings of this study do not 

agree with Sanchez (2016) claim that Colombians: “had to live illegally for many 

years in Ecuador until the UNHCR has approved their refugee status.” 

Sanchez (2016) says that Colombian refugees who participated in her 

investigation had an illegal status for many years in Ecuador.  According to Sanchez, 



158 
 

Colombian refugees in Ecuador were ‘illegal’ in that country until the UNHCR has 

‘approved’ their refugee status. The notion of an asylum seeker is under question 

here because, in the first place, an asylum seeker is not an illegal person. When a 

Colombian flees to Ecuador he/she has three months of legal residence in that 

country, after three months or before the person can apply for refugee status, and 

while this process is underway the person is not considered as an illegal resident 

(Schussler, 2009). Frequently, the procedure to be recognised as a refugee can take 

many months, even a year or longer and during all that time, the person is not 

considered an illegal resident. Therefore, Sanchez's assertions (2016) are not very 

clear since she does not specify whether these Colombians were living as asylum 

seekers or they spent many years before applying for such status. 

In addition, Sanchez (2016) says the UNHCR approved the refugee status of 

these Colombians and this ended their illegal status in Ecuador. However, in 

Ecuador, the UNHCR does not have the authority to grant refugee status to any 

person (ACNUR, 2010). Only the government of Ecuador has the authority to grant 

or deny refugee status to those who request it. “The decision to recognize a person 

under refugee status is unique and exclusive to the Government of Ecuador through 

the Commission to Determine the Status of Refugees in Ecuador” (ACNUR, 2010, p. 

10).  

According to the UNHCR, it is only a guarantor that ensures that the 

government of Ecuador recognises asylum seeker as refugees if they meet the 

requirements (UNHCR, Refugee Status Determination , 2005). Accordingly, on this 

particular point, my findings are different from the findings of Sanchez (2016). 
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There are times when the government of Ecuador does not approve the 

refugee status of some people. Nonetheless, when the government denies refugee 

status to a person, the person may request an appeal for his/her case to be 

reopened. This is precisely what Teresa did.  She had to return to Colombia and look 

for documents that supported her case and after this, finally, she was recognised as 

a refugee. Frequently, the government of Ecuador adopts this measure because it 

has been known that some Colombians posing as refugees when they are really 

immigrants, who come to Ecuador not fleeing from violence in Colombia, but rather 

looking for a better quality of life in that country. 

 The fact is that in Colombia there are some criminals looking for an 

opportunity to commit crimes; that is why many of these criminals go to Ecuador to 

commit crimes and to conceal their bad intentions they pose as asylum seekers. In 

this way, the Ecuadorian newspaper El Universo (2010), affirms that some 

Colombians manage to maintain legal immigration status while committing their 

crimes in Ecuador. Other Colombians who are not criminals have known that in 

Ecuador the refugees receive certain benefits and that some of them are resettled 

in developed countries. For that reason, anecdotal evidence suggests that those 

Colombians go to Ecuador and pose as refugees in order to receive such benefits. 

Obviously, both cases are fraud, and therefore the government of Ecuador is very 

careful not to approve refugee status without previous analysis of the request (El 

espectador, 2011).  

On the other hand, according to the findings of this research, the living 

conditions of the participants in Ecuador were hard due to the discrimination, lack 

of financial support and food shortage. However, there were some positive aspects, 
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such as the same language, Spanish, spoken on both countries and the peaceful 

environment of Ecuador.  These findings are in agreement with the findings of 

Sanchez (2016), Shedlin et al (2016), Schussler (2009), Gottwals (2004) and Ayala 

(2004).  

In addition, discrimination is a big issue experienced by Colombian refugees 

in Ecuador. In fact, the studies cited above show that Colombian refugees face 

constant discrimination in Ecuador. However, those studies do not specify exactly 

which regions of Ecuador discriminate against Colombians, they simply generalise 

using the expression 'discrimination in Ecuador'.  According to the findings of this 

research, it is possible to suggest that the discrimination faced by Colombians in 

Ecuador may occur only in the cities located in the Andes, but not in the coast and 

eastern sides of Ecuador. Therefore, if Colombians wish to avoid discrimination in 

Ecuador, they may prefer to live on the Ecuadorian coast. 

Rebeca, Alekos and Magdalena affirm that they received support from their 

neighbours when they lived on the coasts of Ecuador. Rebeca said that when she 

lived in Esmeraldas she was able to make friends with many people. In fact, Rebeca 

retains the friendship with these people, and the same can be said about Alekos 

who made great friends in Guayaquil and therefore did not want to go to New 

Zealand, but in the end, he decided to travel to please his family who was anxious 

to live in New Zealand.  

Regarding the resettlement process in New Zealand and the preparation of 

the participants to come to the country, the New Zealand Ministry of Business 

Innovation and Employment (2014) has created a video that provides information 

to refugees about the life in New Zealand. Nevertheless, the findings of this study, 
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show that participants in Ecuador were only briefly informed about the positive 

things they could expect in New Zealand. They were never informed of any possible 

difficulties they could expect and this is likely to have caused some of them to form 

false expectations about life in New Zealand. In Ecuador, all the participants believed 

that upon arriving in New Zealand they would get a job in a short time and that their 

economic situation would be much better than it was in Ecuador.  Unfortunately, 

once settled in the community, the participants felt they had been deceived and 

their expectations, first of all, about finding the job were very different from reality. 

This situation created frustration and disappointments. 

Some participants allege that they would have liked to be informed in 

Ecuador about the unemployment faced by many new refugees in New Zealand, and 

also about the required qualifications and work experience for getting employments 

in New Zealand. The participants provided some examples, the jobs such as peddlers 

which some of them had in Colombia and Ecuador were not available in New 

Zealand. Some of these peddlers’ jobs include selling lollies, cookies, food, DVDs, 

CDs, and other items that are usually sold in Colombia and Ecuador on buses and 

streets. All participants in this study reported having worked independently at some 

point in Ecuador, and this is in accordance with the studies carried out by Ayala 

(2004) and Portafolio (2008). For instance, the Portafolio's research (2008) states 

that in Ecuador hundreds of Colombians are entrepreneurs who work hard, are 

independent and managed to establish their own businesses. I found that four 

participants created their own business in Ecuador, while other nine were 

independent peddlers.  
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To sum up, the findings of this theme about the living conditions of the 

participants in Ecuador are similar to other research. For example, Jaramillo (2008) 

shows that thousands of Colombians have not formally requested the refugee status 

immdediatelly afetr their arrival in Ecuador. Also, the findings of Sanchez (2016) 

Shedlin et al (2016), Schussler (2009), Gottwal (2004) and Ayala (2004) about the 

discrimination faced by Colombian refugees in Ecuador concord with the findings of 

this study. Moreover, the studies of Ayala (2004) and Portafolio (2008) about the 

positive attitude of Colombians to work hard and create new businesses in Ecuador 

concord with my findings.   

6.4 Theme 3: Resettlement in New Zealand 
 

The resettlement includes the preparation received by the participants 

during their first six weeks in the country at the Mangere Refugee Resettlement 

Centre; their resettlement in the community; their relationship with others (such as 

members of the local community, New Zealanders and members of their own 

Colombian community) and their living conditions in the community.  

Research conducted by Sanchez (2016) and the Department of Labour (2004) 

discloses that the refugees spend their first six weeks in the country in the Mangere 

Refugee Resettlement Centre receiving assistance for their future integration into 

New Zealand. Likewise, Immigration New Zealand (2017) affirms that in Mangere 

Refugee Resettlement Centre “refugees receive help to prepare for life in New 

Zealand and to move into the community.  In general, services offered at the 

Mangere Refugee Resettlement Centre include English language classes, health 

screening and mental health support” (para. 3).  
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The participants expressed their gratitude for the orientation program 

received at the Mangere Refugee Resettlement Centre. This shows, that the 

program that is offered to refugees during their first six weeks is practical and 

absolutely necessary for their future settlement in the community. Truly, without 

this six-week orientation program, the newcomers would find it much more difficult 

to settle in the community.  By all means, the creation of this program to help 

newcomers to New Zealand is a sign of goodness and great consideration towards 

newcomers; this is really a great humanitarian aid. That is why it is not uncommon 

for many participants to feel grateful for all the help they received during their stay 

there. 

Nevertheless, some participants claimed that they felt unhappy with their 

stay at the Mangere Refugee Resettlement Centre. Being more specific, Alekos, 

Arturo and Mariana expressed some uncomfortable feelings in that centre. 

According to them, in the Mangere Refugee Resettlement Centre, they lived with 

many restrictions and prohibitions as if it was a jail. This specific finding concurs with 

Sanchez’ argument (2016) that the participants in her research "had a common 

feeling of being too controlled while staying in Mangere, as the policies of the centre 

made them feel restricted with its strict routine and rigid programme" (p. 112).  

Notably, in the research carried out by Sánchez (2016) as in my research, 

there are participants who expressed their dissatisfaction with restrictive 

administration policies in the refugee centre. The reasons for their dissatisfaction 

were some basic rules of conviviality such as getting up early, being ready in the 

dining room at 7 am, attending English classes and information about New Zealand 

from 9 am-2.30pm, from Monday to Friday, requesting permission to leave the 
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Mangere Refugee Resettlement Centre, boredom inside the place, especially on 

weekends and also the quality of the food. It is understandable that for these people 

who used to be free and independent in Colombia and Ecuador, submitting to the 

confinement and discipline of that place for six weeks was difficult. Furthermore, 

many of them had stopped studying many years ago in Colombia, so for them to 

start studying again, this time in the Mangere Refugee Resettlement Centre, must 

been a hard and often boring task, especially because those studies were done in 

English, the language they could not understand well.  

  The participants who have expressed their dissatisfaction about some rules 

in Mangere centre may not understand the true purpose of this six-week induction 

programme. To clarify, these people have not understood that the main purpose of 

being in the Mangere Refugee Resettlement Centre is to get prepared for their 

future integration into New Zealand society. Thus, the fact that most of the 

participants could not understand the purpose of the Mangere Refugee 

Resettlement Centre at the beginning made them feel often unhappy. Their 

dissatisfaction could be due to the lack of information. For example, in Ecuador, the 

participants were not informed in detail about the rules and conditions in the 

Mangere Refugee Resettlement Centre and had no idea what to expect on their 

arrival to New Zealand. 

Another issue discussed by Sanchez (2016) is the quality of the meals served 

at the refugee centre. Sanchez (2016) argues that because of the poor quality of 

food served there, some refugees preferred not to eat, while others bought food 

elsewhere or simply ate bread. Likewise, my findings assent with this issue. For 

example, some participants in my research affirm that at the beginning, the quality 
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of the meals at the Mangere Refugee Resettlement Centre was not the best, but this 

issue was solved after they talked with the person in charge13. It may show that the 

food at the Mangere Refugee Resettlement Centre simply tastes very different from 

their ‘ethnic’ cuisine, or that the food is simply not good for the participants.  

Although many refugees claim to be unhappy with their stay at the Mangere 

Refugee Resettlement Centre, the review of the literature described in chapter 

three unfolds that the orientation program at the Mangere Refugee Resettlement 

Centre is very useful as well as provides some challenges.  In this way, the 

programme implemented in Denmark may be interesting to investigate because 

according to the UNHCR (2011) the refugees that arrive in Denmark receive a local 

integration program provided by the government; this integration program lasts 

three years and consists of Danish classes, cultural information and training for 

working life in the country.  Thus, it is required that refugees attend this orientation 

program for 37 hours a week during the first three years of their resettlement in 

Denmark.  That is to say that the orientation and integration programme provided 

to refugees in Denmark is broader, more practical and more demanding, but there 

are other countries that do not have an equivalent of such programmes. Some 

countries do it better than others. 

On the other hand, the findings of this study show that once settled in the 

community the participants began to take notice of the difficulties they face in New 

Zealand. For instance, Henry came to realise that New Zealand was not the paradise 

he used to think at the beginning when he arrived in the country.  This finding is 

                                                           
13 In her research Sanchez (2016) uses the expression "the poor quality of the food" (p. 113). 
Nevertheless, my own experience in that place showed me that at the Mangere Refugee 
Resettlement Centre meals are tasteless but good quality and nutritious. 
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similar with the finding of Frost (2015) about newly settled refugees in the 

community. In the beginning, the refugees think that New Zealand is like heaven. 

But once they are settled in the community, refugees think New Zealand is like hell 

(Frost, 2015).  It can be noticed that once settled in the community the participants 

begin to face several challenges that put at risk their satisfactory integration in the 

country and for that reason, they no longer feel as happy as they felt at the 

beginning when they arrived in New Zealand.  

In essence, my findings about the resettlement of the participants in New 

Zealand, their first six weeks of preparation at the Mangere Refugee Resettlement 

Centre and their resettlement in the community are similar to the previous studies 

conducted in New Zealand, in particular with the findings of Sanchez (2016), 

Department of Labour (2004) and Frost (2015). 

 

6.5 Theme 4: Integration process into New Zealand society 
 

Although the challenges experienced by participants started when they 

arrived, they became more pronounced when participants settled in the 

community.  

According to the Ministry of Business Innovation and Employment (2012), 

Sanchez (2016), and Ho, Au, Bedford and Cooper (2003), the main challenge faced 

by refugees in New Zealand is the lack of English.  In fact, all the participants in my 

study stated that at the beginning the lack of English was a barrier that prevented 

them from integrating into New Zealand society. Indeed, some of them said the lack 

of English continued to be the main challenge they faced every day in New Zealand. 

The case of Rebeca demonstrates that although she has lived in New Zealand for 
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nine years she has not advanced much in learning English. For that reason, she says 

that her English is very basic. In addition, when Rebeca attends appointments at 

WINZ, she is usually accompanied by her son who serves as her interpreter because 

she does not feel capable of sustaining a conversation in English. This makes her feel 

vulnerable and equally prevents her from integration into New Zealand society. 

Although there is no doubt that the lack of English is the main challenge to 

refugees in New Zealand, this does not make the barrier for achieving integration 

into New Zealand society for some participants. The fact that a person does not 

speak English in New Zealand may not necessarily mean that a person is not able to 

communicate with others, cannot make friends and achieve integration into the 

country. It could be argued that this depends to a large extent on the attitude of the 

individual as demonstrated by the cases of Arturo and Teresa.  

Arturo’s English is elementary.  Even so, he has been able to make Kiwi 

friends and feel integrated into New Zealand.  Arturo has had 15 girlfriends in the 

country, of whom five have been Kiwis and the other 10 have been immigrants. 

Surprisingly, Arturo was able to communicate in English with these 15 women. That 

is why Arturo says that his lack of English was not a real barrier to communicate with 

other people and he thinks that lack of English is not a real challenge for him.  

Apparently, Arturo has a positive attitude, he does not want to show his insecurity 

or display a lack of advanced English.  However, the reality is that with his low level 

of English it is very difficult for Arturo to understand a conversation with people who 

speak English fluently. But even so, Arturo says that the lack of English is not a real 

challenge for him. 
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Similarly, Teresa has not been able to reach an intermediate level of English 

yet, but in spite of this, she was able to have New Zealander friends and socialise 

with them.  Thus, Teresa thinks that the lack of English was not a real barrier for her. 

She can communicate with other people who do not speak Spanish and make 

friends with them. Teresa thinks that just as a deaf-mute is capable of 

communicating with other people through body language, she can also make herself 

understood and can communicate with them using some body language.  

Some research affirms that the lack of English is an enormous barrier to the 

integration of refugees in New Zealand (Department of Labour, 2004; Ministry of 

Social Development, 2008; Change Makers Refugee Forum, 2012; Gee, 2017). My 

findings suggest that even without knowing English very well, but with a positive 

and friendly attitude a refugee can be successfully integrated into New Zealand 

society.  

Nevertheless, it is necessary to reach an advanced level of English in order 

to communicate successfully with people in New Zealand and be able to integrate 

completely into the country. However, to achieve this goal it has not been easy for 

most of the participants. For example, out of the 13 participants in this study, only 

three of them completed tertiary education in Colombia, while others did not 

complete their high school education. In fact, some of them, find it challenging to 

write correctly in Spanish. Undoubtedly, English learning has been more difficult for 

these people due to their low literacy level. Magdalena’s case demonstrates this, 

she learned about grammar and mathematics for the first time in her life when she 

moved to New Zealand at the age of 15. For this reason, she affirms that since she 

did not have an academic literacy when she lived in Colombia or Ecuador, it was 
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more difficult for her to understand grammatical rules of the English language. The 

foregoing could show that learning English has been extremely difficult for most 

participants who are still struggling writing correctly in their mother tongue. 

According to Mitschke et al (2016), Liev (2008), Mohamed (2011) and Brook 

(1994), mental health issues is another challenge faced by many refugees in New 

Zealand. Ho, Au, Bedford and Cooper (2003) argue that mental health issues 

experienced by refugees are related to previous experiences of torture and trauma. 

For instance, they describe the case of numerous Indo-Chinese refugees who have 

experienced serious torture and traumas before their resettlement in New Zealand 

that resulted in experiencing mental health problems in their resettlement. 

Participants in this study reported feeling sad and depressed in their early 

years in New Zealand. Some of them still experience mental health problems such 

as depression, sudden mood swings, difficulty concentrating, and insomnia.  

Rebeca’s diary shows that at least once a week she feels sad and has insomnia. 

Likewise, Henry expressed feelings of stress and sadness. Sara experiences drastic 

mood and feels totally depressed and cries a lot. Although these participants spent 

many years in New Zealand, they still have moments of sadness and depression.  The 

traumatic experiences suffered by refugees in their past can remain for many years. 

However, many participants have been able to endure with these traumatic 

experiences and consequently have been able to rebuild their lives in New Zealand. 

But the fact that the participants are still experiencing mental health issues may 

indicate that they have not fully overcome their traumas yet. 

Research by Pahud (2008), the Department of Labour (2004), Frost (2015), 

Ayak Yor (2016) and the Ministry of Social Development (2008), show that 
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unemployment is another major challenge faced by refugees in their integration 

process in New Zealand.  Frost (2015) concludes that in New Zealand “refugees (...) 

are desperate to work, but struggle to find opportunities” (para. 15). In the same 

way, Pahud (2008) concludes that in New Zealand, most refugees, have to wait 

many years to find a suitable employment. The same findings are presented by the 

Department of Labour (2004) and the Ministry of Social Development (2008). 

The findings of this study are consistent with the research mentioned above. 

Most of the participants have not been able to find a job in New Zealand. As 

previously explained, some participants claim that in New Zealand employers use 

the lack of English as an excuse for not hiring refugees. Another reason often 

mentioned by the New Zealand employers, is the lack of work experience in the 

country. Henry has a number of reference letters from his employers for many 

internships and volunteer jobs he performed in New Zealand, but he still struggled 

to have a paid job. Thus, some participants believe that this demand for work 

experience in New Zealand is another excuse for not hiring refugees. In addition, 

there is a lot of job competition in New Zealand and the absence of English language 

fluency is a bit obstacle. Other factors are the lack of professional skills and the right 

academic qualifications.  Moreover, those factors added to the lack of networks add 

to the difficulties for Colombian refugees of getting jobs in New Zealand. Although 

these circumstances may not be unique to refugees, they contribute further to the 

traumatic experience of Colombian refugees.    

Studies conducted by the Department of Labour (2004) and Human Right 

Commission (2008), suggest that successful integration in New Zealand is possible, 

especially for young people who more easily find suitable employment after 
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completing their education. The findings of this study concur with this conclusion, 

by suggesting that young people integrate faster than adults in the country. The case 

of Mateo is a good example. Mateo came to New Zealand when he was 19 years 

old; soon he was able to fluently speak English. Later, he began a de facto 

relationship with a Kiwi Maori woman with whom he has two children. Mateo is now 

27, works full-time in a boat factory, feels integrated into the country, and considers 

New Zealand as his second home. Magdalena came to the country when she was 15 

years old, now she is 22 years old and feels integrated into the country. She is 

planning to enroll in a degree in Criminology and Psychology at Victoria University 

of Wellington. 

These findings clearly demonstrate that young people integrate faster than 

older people.  This fact may proof that the participants have been reconciled 

themselves with New Zealand culture, and for this reason, they consider New 

Zealand as their home. The participants have resigned themselves to rebuilding their 

lives in this country. In turn, this is a good reflection of resilience.  

In conclusion, the findings on this theme show that Colombian refugees in 

New Zealand have to face several challenges in their integration process in the 

country. These challenges include lack of English, unemployment, mental health 

problems, and lack of work experience in New Zealand. However, the findings of 

this study also show that despite these challenges, young people integrate faster 

than older people. In addition, it was clear that the lack of English and lack of work 

experience are two reasons for refugees not to be hired in New Zealand. 
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6.6 Theme 5: Appropriate support to refugees 
 
 This theme analyses the social and economic support received by Colombian 

refugees once they arrive in New Zealand through WINZ and includes financial 

support, housing, health, education and employment (Ministry of Business 

Innovation and Employment, 2014). 

 Research by the Department of Labour (2004), the Ministry of Social 

Development (2008), New Zealand Red Cross (n.d), Sanchez (2016) and Immigration 

New Zealand (2013) show that refugees in New Zealand receive social support from 

the government and from some NGOs in order to achieve integration into the 

country.  Additionally, these studies explain that refugees are assisted by WINZ, 

Housing New Zealand Corporation, Study Link and New Zealand Red Cross. 

According to Immigration New Zealand (2013), in 2013 the government designed a 

settlement strategy plan to assist refugees to achieve better integration into the 

country. This strategy has five goals which are: 1) housing, 2) self-sufficiency, 3) 

participation, 4) health and well-being, and 5) education (Immigration New Zealand, 

2013). This indicates that the New Zealand government strives to provide 

humanitarian assistance to refugees. 

Likewise, the findings of this study reveal that all participants received social 

assistance from the government to achieve their integration in the country. 

However, according to the finding of this research, only 23% of the participants have 

a full-time employment, while the other 77% do not have a permanent job. This 

indicates that the settlement strategy of the government has succeeded in neither 

getting Colombian refugees to integrate quickly into working life nor in allowing 

them to achieve financial self-sufficiency.   
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In addition, the lack of practical assistance to Colombian refugees has 

created another problem, which has been the fragmentation of families. This finding 

is in accordance with the findings of the study conducted by Sanchez (2016): "The 

lack of social services and community support was also mentioned by participants 

as the cause of divorces and family ruptures" (p. 120).  Sanchez (2016) adds: 

“Another related issue analysed in this research is the fragmentation of the family 

unit. This has affected the majority of couples who had arrived in New Zealand as 

refugees and who had decided to separate after a few months” (p. 132).   

Likewise, the results of my research show that WINZ policies have indirectly 

contributed to the separation of several families of former Colombian refugees. 

This, in turn, has created emotional problems for people as a result of reparation 

from their spouses. The reasons why WINZ policies have contributed to the 

fragmentation of families are explained in sub-theme 5b where it is shown that a 

single person could receive a greater amount of money from WINZ than a married 

couple. Thus, this conveys the idea that in New Zealand it is better to be single rather 

than married if you are living under the social benefit of the government. 

The fact that several families have  separated due to the lack of appropriate 

support could indicate that the socio-economic support provided to refugees in New 

Zealand has not been very practical. In addition, the social assistance provided by 

WINZ is so limited that many people have had to lie to WINZ to get a little more 

money to cover their expenses (Dastgheib, 2017). Moreover, these "benefits" from 

the government have not taken anyone out of poverty in New Zealand (Dastgheib, 

2017). 
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In summary, Sanchez’s (2016) findings on social assistance to refugees in 

New Zealand show that this aid has not always been practical. The findings of my 

research concur with Sanchez’s conclusions. The participants in this study said they 

were grateful for the social support provided during their integration process in the 

country. However, they also claimed this social assistance has not been very 

practical because, on the one hand, the amount of money they received from WINZ 

was not sufficient to cover all their expenses, and on the other hand, WINZ has not 

prepared the refugees for their integration into working life.  

It appears the New Zealand government is more interested in giving the 

refugee the "fish" than teaching them how to "fish" so that they become self-

sufficient. In this sense, my findings show that government social assistance is not 

always practical because it has not necessarily contributed to refugee self-

sufficiency. 

6.7 Theme 6: The refugee term 
 

This last theme analyses one of the challenges faced by refugees in New 

Zealand, which is the discrimination associated with their refugee status. It suggests 

that due to the global refugee crisis and the discrimination faced by these people, 

the term refugee has become a derogatory word for many people and that the term 

should be replaced by another that does not generate as much discrimination. 

The research publications analysed in the literature review suggest that 

discrimination is one of the challenges faced by refugees in New Zealand. For 

example, according to the findings of the Ministry of Social Development (2008), 

and the Department of Labour (2004), former refugees in New Zealand are 
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discriminated against because of their refugee identity and also clothing, race, 

beliefs and gender. In her research Sanchez (2016) found that in New Zealand Latin 

American refugees have faced discrimination associated with their lack of English. 

In the same way, Yor (2016) and Azevedo (2016) conclude that refugees in New 

Zealand face discrimination associated with their refugee label.  

My findings concur with the research described above. For instance, some 

of the participants in my study affirmed that they had faced discrimination in New 

Zealand associated with their refugee status. According to Sara, when people 

identify them as refugees, they (the refugees) are stigmatised as people of low 

academic and professional level. Ramona said that usually, migrants see refugees as 

people inferior to them.  Also, some refugees are discriminated for being 

Colombians; they are stigmatized as drug users and bad people. The quotations 

from Mateo presented in the findings chapter verifies this fact. In addition, the 

findings of Sanchez (2016) show that “Colombian refugees are discriminated against 

and stigmatised because of the drug cartels in Colombia, explaining that they had to 

endure jokes comparing them with drug lords” (p. 121). This sounds quite ironic, as 

the majority of the Colombian refugees had to flee the country to escape the 

military conflict caused by the drug lords.     

 
On the other hand, the findings of Sanchez (2016) show that "some 

participants said it was a shocking moment when they had to identify themselves as 

refugees" (p. 103). It means that these people did not like the idea of being called 

or identified as refugees.  In my study, nine participants said they did not like being 

identified as refugees. For them, this is a term that promotes discrimination and 
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stigmatization. For some of the participants, the term refugee also creates the 

feeling of sadness and depression. In particular, participants think that the mere use 

of the term depresses them because it makes them feel like the lowest beings in 

society. Nine participants including Mariana, Marta, Claudia, Teresa, Arturo, Mateo, 

Alekos, Magdalena and Ramona said that the term "refugee" should be changed to 

"exile" because according to them the term refugee promotes discrimination 

towards people who carry such a label. 

Thereupon, if these people do not want to be called a refugee, then the 

following questions arise: why keep using this term?  Why keep using a term that 

foments discrimination against the person who is called a refugee? 

Equally important, it seems that the term refugee does not define clearly a 

person who leaves his/her country of origin in search for international protection, 

because of the complex reasons that make some people flee their country of origin. 

However, contrary to the desire of many refugees not to use the term, with the 

global refugee crisis, this term is becoming obsolete. For instance, the 1951 

Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees and its 1967 Protocol, the 1969 OAU 

Convention and the 1984 Cartagena Declaration, which define who is a refugee, only 

includes people fleeing from their country for fear of losing their lives through 

political persecution, religious, racial, etc, or due to foreign occupation or events 

seriously disturbing public order in their country of origin. But it does not include 

people who, due to a natural disaster, have to flee from his/her country to a 

neighbouring country to seek shelter; these are what is known as environmental 

refugees. The 1951 Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees and its 1967 

Protocol also does not include economic immigrants in its list of refugees. Thus, an 
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economic immigrant cannot normally be recognized as a refugee by any member 

country of the 1951 Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees and its 1967 

Protocol and by the 1969 OAU Convention and the 1984 Cartagena Declaration. 

The foregoing paragraph creates a serious conflict for the international 

community. For example, what would happen if an immigrant from a country 

plagued by hunger and poverty immigrated to another country to seek refuge? 

Obviously, this immigrant will not receive such refugee status because there is no 

refugee status as such. That is why, rather, these types of people are called 

immigrants. But then the next question arises: Who is an immigrant? An immigrant 

is a person who moves to another country to work or study. Generally, the 

immigrant moves to another country by their own choice to look for a better quality 

of life. In other words, this person is an economic immigrant. Now, an immigrant is 

an economic refugee, and a refugee is an ‘immigrant’ protected by the 1951 

Convention on the Status of Refugees and its 1967 Protocol. That is why both, the 

immigrant and the refugee, may share very similar reasons for fleeing their country 

but have a different path which results on one being a refugee and another an 

immigrant. Consequently, it could be said that a refugee is also some kind of an 

immigrant. Likewise, it could be said that an immigrant is also a kind of refugee. The 

difference is that one of them fled his/her country for fear of losing his/her life by 

persecution and the other leaves his/her country to look for a better future in 

another country, or perhaps for fear of starving in his/her country of origin. Under 

those circumstances, both groups, refuges and immigrants, deserve international 

assistance. 
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It could be said that if an immigrant is also a kind of refugee and a refugee is 

also a kind of immigrant, then the term refugee, used by the Convention on the 

Status of Refugees of 1951, is imprecise and obsolete. This term no longer clearly 

defines what a true refugee is. Moreover, regarding the global refugee and 

immigrant crisis faced worldwide currently, these terms are generating 

discrimination and xenophobia towards refugees and immigrants. Thus, if the 

refugee term were changed by exile for example, the discrimination towards 

refugees can decrease perhaps. To illustrate, a more precise term to define a current 

refugee could be: "protected14 exiled". While an immigrant could be termed as 

"economic exiled." These changes may contribute to lessening global discrimination 

against refugees and immigrants. This is precisely what the participants in this study 

argued. Thus, I think that the word refugee has promoted stigmatisation and 

negative stereotypes against persons identified as such. 

To sum up, this theme suggested that refugee term is associated with 

discrimination and argued that this term needs to be replaced with an alternative 

term, “protected exile” to remove certain stigmatisation that associated with 

refugee term.   

6.8 Conclusion 
 

This chapter analysed and discussed the implications and meaning of the 

findings described through the six themes. Theme 1 showed the living conditions 

experienced by the participants became very dangerous during the military conflict 

in Colombia. Thus, they escaped from Colombia moved by the fear of being killed by 

                                                           
14 Protected means that the person is protected by international asylum and refugee laws. 
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the armed groups. These traumatic experiences created mental health issues. As a 

result, often until present, some of the participants continue to experience some 

symptoms of mental disorder. The Colombian armed conflict changed the lives of 

the participants forever l leaving them with serious emotional wounds that may 

never heal completely. As Mariana said that these wounds could not be cured by 

any psychologist. 

 Theme two analysed the living conditions of the participants in Ecuador 

which were often very poor.  Most participants were not happy in Ecuador due to 

discrimination and labour exploitation. Participants received very basic preparation 

in Ecuador before their resettlement in New Zealand. Indeed, the preparation 

provided to Colombian refugees before their trip to New Zealand lacked an 

important element:  the information about employment. Theme three showed that 

the majority of the participants felt happy about resettlement in New Zealand and 

came with high expectations about finding a job and settling in this country.  

Majority of the participants were happy with the preparation provided at the 

Mangere Refugee Resettlement Centre with the few who did not like their stay 

there. Once settled in the community participants began experiencing various 

challenges such as lack of English, mental health issues, unemployment, difficulties 

of making friends with local people. 

 Theme four analysed how despite many challenges the participants were 

able to rebuild their lives in the country, integrate into the community and develop 

resilience. Almost all participants said they loved New Zealand. However, some 

participants claim that in New Zealand, employers use the lack of English as a pretext 
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for not hiring people who do not speak fluent English and suggested that this could 

be a form of discrimination. In theme four, the participants argued that the social 

assistance provided by WINZ in many cases presents serious weaknesses. The 

findings suggest that the support to the participants provided by WINZ did not help 

them to find a job and become financially independent. Some participants claim that 

due to the low level of income support, WINZ indirectly promotes the separation of 

families. Finally, many people in New Zealand have a misconception about the 

refugees as the term refugee has some negative connotations.  According to the 

participants, the refugee term promotes discrimination and creates confusion even 

among the refugees themselves.  Thus, the participants suggest that ‘refugee’ 

should be changed to ‘exile’ in order to reduce discrimination. 
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CHAPTER SEVEN: CONCLUSION 
 

7.1     Introduction 
 

  In this final chapter, the answers to the research question and sub-

questions will be provided. Moreover, in this chapter, I also restate the significance 

of this study, and finally, I conclude this chapter describing the limitations of this 

research and my recommendation for the future research on the refugee topic.  

7.2     Answering the research questions 
 

 As previously described in chapter one, this study was based on one research 

question and four sub-questions which are: 

Research Question: 

What is the experience of Colombian Refugees resettlement in New Zealand? 

Sub-questions: 

1- How were Colombian refugees prepared for resettlement in New Zealand? 

2- What are the challenges faced by Colombia refugees when resettling in New 

Zealand? 

3- What role does reconciliation play in the process of integration in New 

Zealand? 

4- How do Colombian refugees resign or reconcile themselves to integrating 

into New Zealand society in order to rebuild their lives and survive?  

In order to respond to the research question, first I will answer the four sub-

questions. 
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7.2.1     Sub-question 1: How were Colombian refugees prepared for  
   resettlement in New Zealand? 
 

 As discussed in the Findings chapter, the preparation that Colombian 

refugees received for resettlement in New Zealand can be divided into two stages: 

(1) preliminary preparation in Ecuador by the UNHCR and (2) preparation at the 

Mangere Refugee Resettlement Centre before being resettled in the community. 

 During the first stage, Colombian refugees were prepared prior to their trip 

to New Zealand by the UNHCR. This preparation consisted in providing general 

information to the Colombian refugees about life in New Zealand. It was also 

explained to them that the New Zealand government would pay their transportation 

expenses and that once in the country, the government would provide them with 

the necessary support to assist with the integration into the country. The support in 

the country will include housing, health, maintenance, education and other types of 

social assistance. The government will provide such support, with the assistance of 

the New Zealand Red Cross. In addition, Colombian refugees were informed by the 

UNHCR that in New Zealand they would enjoy a better quality of life.  

 In the second stage, Colombian refugees were prepared at the Mangere 

Refugee Resettlement Centre prior to their resettlement in the community. This 

preparation included cultural, social, mental, physical, linguistic and academic 

aspects. For six weeks, Colombian refugees received this preparation in order to 

ease their integration into the community. To sum up, it can be said that Colombian 

refugees in Ecuador received some basic preparation in the form of general 

information regarding life in New Zealand and about the Mangere Refugee 
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Resettlement Centre; where they were taught English and information related to 

life in the country, during their first six weeks after arrival. 

7.2.2       Sub-question 2: What are the challenges faced by Colombian  
                refugees when resettling in New Zealand? 
 

 This study has identified seven main challenges faced by Colombian refugees 

in NZ: (1) lack of English, (2) unemployment, (3) discrimination, (4) mental health 

problems, (5) lack of knowledge of the country's judicial and social system, 6) 

insensitivity by WINZ and 7) isolation. Most of these challenges are connected to 

the poor English skills that are strongly linked with the unemployment and 

discrimination. This, in turn, contributes to the increase in the mental health 

problems and the inability to establish network and develop friendship with the 

local people. 

 The lack of English is the biggest challenge Colombian refugees have faced 

in their resettlement in New Zealand. This challenge continues even after they have 

been living in the country for a number of years. In relation to this, they face the 

second major challenge, which is unemployment. The third challenge is 

discrimination. Colombian refugees have faced discrimination in New Zealand 

because not only they are former refugees but also because they are Colombians; 

the case of Mateo, to mention only one example, who experienced discrimination 

in the workplace because he is Colombian and a refugee, is a probe of this. Some 

New Zealanders have ridiculed the participants by making bad jokes about them and 

referring to them as cocaine producers and consumers.  
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 Another challenge faced by Colombian refugees is mental health problems.  

All Colombian refugees suffered traumatic experiences in Colombia and these 

experiences often make them feel sad and depressed. Also, many of them feel 

nostalgic about their life in Colombia.  

 The lack of understanding about refugee needs on the part of WINZ has been 

another challenge faced by Colombian refugees. For instance, some participants 

claim that WINZ does not understand that Colombian refugees are at a complete 

disadvantage compared to some other unemployed New Zealanders. For example, 

participants lack an advanced level of English, work experience in the country and 

lack of a network of friends. Additionally, many of them have mental health 

problems and low educational level.  However, WINZ requires both groups, 

unemployed New Zealanders and unemployed refugees, to follow the same 

regulations.  According to the participants, WINZ does not understand that if it is 

difficult for some New Zealanders to get a job, it is much harder for former 

Colombian refugees due to the lack of the good English skills, the absence of 

networks and, generally, the lack of understanding of New Zealand society and 

employment practice.  But even so, the participants claimed that they have had to 

face the pressures of WINZ with their intimidating letters. They felt threatened by 

the possibility of WINZ cutting off their social benefit. This situation created much 

stress among Colombian refugees and resulted in the disintegration of some 

Colombian families. 

 The last challenge faced by Colombian refugees during their resettlement in 

New Zealand identified in this study is isolation. Although many Colombian refugees 
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have friends, the number of these is smaller in comparison to the number of friends 

they used to have in Colombia and Ecuador. In addition, some Colombians in New 

Zealand avoid friendship with other Colombians because they affirm that the 

friendship with other Colombians can result in gossiping which could make their life 

even more complicated. For this reason, some Colombian refugees prefer not to 

socialize with other Colombians which makes them even more isolated.  

7.2.3       Sub-question 3:  What role does reconciliation play in the  
                process of integration in New Zealand? 
 

 Once the Colombian refugees were settled in the New Zealand community, 

they began to face the challenges described previously. These challenges made 

Colombian refugees discover that things in New Zealand were not as easy as they 

originally thought. For example, they had come to the country with high 

employment expectations, but once resettled in the community they found that 

getting a job in New Zealand with their limited English, lack of professional skills and 

low education level would not be as easy and fast as they expected. This results in 

the feeling of frustration about New Zealand. They feel annoyed with the culture, 

language and customs of New Zealand. This often followed by depression and the 

thoughts of returning to Ecuador. Nevertheless, the reconciliation follows. The 

Colombian refugees were able to remain in New Zealand and thus continue their 

integration process in the country.  

 Over time, the Colombian refugees stopped focusing on the negative things 

and began to appreciate all the positive things that New Zealand had given them, 

which motivated them to reconcile themselves with New Zealand's culture and to 
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accept it. From that moment, the former Colombian refugees began to experience 

the feeling of love for New Zealand. In fact, many of these former Colombian 

refugees currently identify themselves as Colombian-New Zealanders. This means 

that the participants have adopted a hybrid identity which is a mixture of the two or 

more cultures that allowed them to construct a new identity. Thus, a hybrid identity 

has permitted the participants to feel that Colombia, Ecuador and New Zealand are 

their home and identify themselves as part of these three countries and cultures. 

 Reconciliation, therefore, plays an extremely important role in the process 

of integration in New Zealand. Without this reconciling attitude, it would be 

impossible for Colombian refugees to remain in New Zealand. They would have 

returned to live in Ecuador if they had not reconciled themselves with the culture of 

New Zealand.  

7.2.4        Sub-question 4:  How do Colombian refugees resign or  
                 reconcile themselves to integrate into New Zealand in order             
      to rebuild their lives and survive?  
 
 Like reconciliation, resignation also plays a very important role in the process 

of integration of former Colombian refugees in New Zealand. Thus, in order to 

achieve integration in New Zealand, former Colombian refugees had to resign 

themselves to accepting New Zealand as their new home. Once reconciled 

themselves with New Zealand, the former Colombian refugees resigned themselves 

to rebuilding their lives in this country because they realised that in New Zealand 

they would have a better future. In short, former Colombian refugees resign 

themselves to living the rest of their lives in New Zealand by accepting that in this 
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country they can enjoy a better quality of life in present and future, and this has 

motivated them to integrate into the country to rebuild their lives. 

7.2.5       Research Question:  What is the experience of Colombian  
      Refugees resettlement in New Zealand? 
 

 The experience of resettlement of Colombian refugees in New Zealand is a 

narrative of the life of these people told by themselves. These life stories begin in 

Colombia, continue in Ecuador and finally conclude with the lives of the former 

Colombian refugees resettled in New Zealand, where they end their journey as 

refugees to become residents and citizens of New Zealand. 

 Although reaching New Zealand brings a certain conclusion to their journey 

as refugees, their resettlement in this country   is equally a difficult journey.  Before 

arriving in New Zealand, they had to experience the loss of their belongings in 

Colombia, some experienced the loss of loved ones. Others were abducted, tortured 

and persecuted. They had to face hunger, thirst, threats of death and, extortions. 

These conditions forced them to leave Colombia to seek international protection in 

Ecuador where they began the second stage of their journey to New Zealand. 

 In Ecuador, the Colombian refugees experienced discrimination for the 

simple reason of being Colombians. In that country, some of these refugees felt at 

home, but even so, this country did not give them the socio-economic guarantees 

that would enable them to integrate successfully. Therefore, after being recognized 

as refugees by the government of Ecuador, the UNHCR selected them for 

resettlement in New Zealand. Once accepted by Immigration New Zealand, the 

Colombian refugees received initial preparation conducted by the UNHCR for their 
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resettlement in New Zealand. Thus, the second stage of the journey of these people 

as refugees ended. 

 The refugee status of these Colombians ended once they left Ecuador and 

arrived in New Zealand. Thus, they arrived in New Zealand as permanent residents 

and not as refugees. Nevertheless, in the beginning, their life in New Zealand was 

not easy for them because they had to face many challenges. Fortunately, in most 

cases, former Colombian refugees have been able to reconcile themselves with New 

Zealand and in this way, they were also able to resign themselves to rebuilding their 

lives in this country in order to survive. In addition, although they continue to face 

challenges of resettlement, resilience has also helped them to move forward in New 

Zealand.  

 Former Colombian refugees in New Zealand had to deal with positive and 

negative experiences that influenced their life in the country. Among the positive 

experiences: 1) the social welfare they receive from the government, 2) the peace 

and tranquillity of New Zealand, 3) financial support for education, 4) affordable 

health system, 5) housing assistance and 6) good quality public services. Due to the 

social assistance that the participants receive weekly from the government, they are 

able survive in the country. In addition, some of them have been able to get material 

possessions that they did not have in Colombia such as computers, abundant clothes, 

electronics and cars. Also, they enjoy quality public services such as water, 

electricity, internet and telephone. These positive things added to the feeling of 

peace and security that made participants to feel love for New Zealand. 
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 On the other hand, some negative aspects affect the daily life of the 

participants. One of them is the discrimination they face from some New Zealanders 

which is based on the lack of understanding by the general public about the situation 

in Colombia and the causes form them to flee this country. Colombians are often 

stigmatized as drug traffickers, criminals and drug users. Secondly, some people 

think that because they are refugees, they are less intelligent, traumatized, poorly 

educated and unable to care for themselves. These stereotyping in addition to the 

lack of English, lack of friends and lack of job, make the life of the participants 

difficult in New Zealand. They have to continue to balance between the difficulties 

and the opportunities that coexist in New Zealand. 

7.3      Study Limitations 
 

 In chapter four, I described the methodology to ensure trustworthiness and 

credibility of this research. Nevertheless, I have to admit that this study presents 

two limitations, which are: 1) sample size, and 2) influence from my own experience 

as a former Colombian refugee.  

 The first limitation already described is the Methodology chapter. In New 

Zealand, there is a population of at least 1,000 former Colombian refugees, of whom 

only 13 or 1.3% participated in this project. In addition, this research only recruited 

people living in Hamilton, while there are also former Colombian refugees living in 

Auckland, Wellington and Nelson. However, as a qualitative study, the small sample 

size is justified by expert researchers as explained in section 4.7 (O'Leary, 2014; 

Bunce and Johnson, 2006; Creswell, 1998; Morse, 1994; Dukes, 1984).   
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The influence from my own experience as a former Colombian refugee is 

another limitation. During this project, I tried to maintain a neutral attitude and not 

to let my own experience as a former refugee influence the analysis of the data. For 

the same reason, I decided not to employ the methodology of autoethnography to 

avoid influencing the project with my own experiences. However, my position and 

focus in the study were clearly as a former Colombian refugee rather than as a 

neutral person, and that is why during the project I spent more time on the refugees’ 

side than on the government and NGOs sides. However, these two limitations do 

not compromise the trustworthiness and credibility of this research (Guba, 1985; 

Trochim, 2006; Shenton, 2004).  

7.4       Recommendation for future research 
 

 As previously described, this study only recruited participants living in 

Hamilton. Thus, this presents the need to include former Colombian refugees from 

different parts of the country including Auckland, Wellington and Nelson. In this 

way, one could know if the findings of future investigations agree with the findings 

of this study.  

The practical aspect for the future research is to investigate how to improve 

the pre-arrival preparation in Ecuador in order to avoid the frustrations felt by 

refugees once they are settled in the community and discover that finding 

employment in New Zealand takes several years. So, if the refugees are told about 

the potential difficulties they may face in New Zealand this may prepare them better 

for resettlement. Perhaps they can be told: "If you agree to go to New Zealand you 

will have to learn English before getting a job and this could take you more than five 
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years, but during all that time you will receive social welfare from the government 

to survive in the country."  With a clear knowledge about the potential difficulties, 

the participants would have decided whether coming to New Zealand or staying in 

Ecuador.  

With regard to the support for refugees, the following questions arise: to 

what extent has this social support been practical? Has this support successfully 

promoted the rapid integration of the participants into the labour market? Has this 

social assistance allowed the former refugees to be self-sufficient? Those questions 

can be answered in depth in the future research. 

 Further research on the discrimination faced by former refugees in New 

Zealand could also be conducted, with the purpose of responding to how 

discrimination can affect the integration not only for refugees but also for other 

immigrants. Likewise, when Colombian refugees are resettled in New Zealand, they 

begin to experience challenges that could make it difficult to integrate into the 

country. Thus, this opens the opportunity to investigate how likely it is that these 

difficulties and challenges will occur again in the future for other refugees and 

migrants. A final recommendation for future research is to investigate what has 

been the attitude of New Zealand's society towards Colombian refugees and how 

New Zealanders can assist with the resettlement process.   
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APPENDICES 
 

APPENDIX A: Information for Participants               
 

  

General project information for participants 

Title: “Colombian refugees in New Zealand and their resettlement 
stories”. 

 

Project objective:  To explore in depth, the stories and experiences of Colombian 
refugees in their process of resettlement and integration in New Zealand. 

 

My name is Alfredo José López Severiche. I am currently enrolled in the Master of 

International Communication degree in the Faculty of Creative Industries and Business 

at Unitec New Zealand and seek your help in meeting the requirements of research 

for a thesis course, which forms a substantial part of this degree. 

This research project focuses on the stories of Colombian refugees in their 

resettlement and integration process in New Zealand.  This is a qualitative 

investigation and will be conducted under the ethnographic approach and a 

collection of oral stories through oral history interviews, focus groups, and diaries.  

I will collect your views and narrative about your experiences as a Colombian refugee 

in Ecuador and the resettlement process in New Zealand. 

I request your participation in the following way:  

1. One on one Interview- compulsory- at a time and place convenient to you. 
2. Focus group (optional) 
3. Diary journaling (optional)  

The interview and focus groups shall be audio recorded for the purpose of the 

research, including master thesis, conference and international publishing. Neither 

you nor your organisation will be identified in the thesis.  The results of the research 

activity will not be seen by any other person in your organisation without the prior 
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agreement of everyone involved.  You are free to ask me not to use any of the 

information you have given, and you can, if you wish, ask to see a summary of the 

thesis findings after examination. If you agree to participate, you will be asked to 

sign a consent form. This does not stop you from changing your mind if you wish to 

withdraw from the project. However, because of our schedule, any withdrawals 

must be done within two weeks after we have interviewed you. 

Your name and information that may identify you will be kept completely confidential. 

All information collected from you will be stored in a password protected file and only 

you, the researchers and our supervisors will have access to this information. 

 

For more information, please feel free to contact me at any time at the phone 0211647827 

 or by email: alslopez1@hotmail.com. 

At any time if you have any concerns about the research project you can also contact my  

supervisors Dr. Elena Kolesova, telephone 8154321 ext 8827.  Email: ekolesova@unitec.ac.nz.  

Dr Philip Cass, telephone 8154321 ext 8380, email: pcass@unitec.ac.nz. 

 

UREC REGISTRATION NUMBER: 2017-1025 

This study has been approved by the UNITEC Research Ethics Committee from 15th 

June 2017 to 15th June 2018.  If you have any complaints or reservations about the 

ethical conduct of this research, you may contact the Committee through the UREC 

Secretary (ph: 09 815-4321 ext 6162).  Any issues you raise will be treated in 

confidence and investigated fully, and you will be informed of the outcome. 
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Spanish version                                                                               
 

Información general del proyecto para los participantes 

 

Título: " Los refugiados colombianos en Nueva Zelanda y sus historias de reasentamiento". 
 
Objetivo del proyecto: Explorar en profundidad las historias y experiencias de los 
refugiados colombianos en su proceso de reasentamiento e integración en Nueva Zelanda. 
 
 
Mi nombre es Alfredo José López Severiche. Actualmente estoy inscrito en el   programa 

de Maestría en Comunicación Internacional en la Faculty of Creative Industries and 

Business de Unitec Nueva Zelanda.  Estoy buscando su ayuda en el cumplimiento de los 

requisitos de la investigación para un curso de la tesis que forma una parte sustancial de 

este programa de Maestría. 

 

Este proyecto de investigación se centra en las historias de los refugiados colombianos en 

su proceso de reasentamiento e integración en Nueva Zelanda. Se trata de una 

investigación cualitativa y se llevará a cabo bajo el enfoque etnográfico y una colección de 

historias orales a través de entrevistas de historia oral, grupos de enfoque y diarios 

personales.  

 

Yo  recopilaré sus puntos de vista y la narrativa acerca de sus experiencias como refugiado 

colombiano en Ecuador y el proceso de reasentamiento en Nueva Zelanda. 

Solicito su participación en la siguiente forma: 
 

1. Una entrevista- en un momento y lugar conveniente para usted (obligatoria) 
2. Grupo focal- (opcional) 
3. Escritura de un diario (opcional) 

 
La entrevista y los grupos de discusión serán grabados en audio para los fines de la 

investigación, incluyendo la tesis de maestría, conferencias y publicaciones 

internacionales. Ni usted ni su organización serán identificados en la tesis. Los resultados 

de la actividad de investigación no serán vistos por ninguna otra persona en su 

organización sin el acuerdo previo de todos los involucrados. Usted es libre de pedirme 

que no use la información que ha dado, y puede, si lo desea, pedir ver un resumen de los 
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hallazgos de la tesis después de haber sido examinada. Si acepta participar, se le pedirá 

que firme un formulario de consentimiento. Esto no le impide cambiar de opinión si desea 

retirarse del proyecto. Sin embargo, debido a nuestro horario, cualquier retiro debe 

hacerse dentro de las 2 semanas después de haberlo entrevistado. 

 
Su nombre e información que pueda identificarle serán mantenidos completamente 

confidenciales. Toda la información recogida de usted será almacenada en un archivo 

protegido por contraseña y sólo usted, los investigadores y nuestros supervisores tendrán 

acceso a esta información. 

 
Para obtener más información, no dude en ponerse en contacto conmigo en cualquier 

momento en el teléfono 0211647827 o por correo electrónico: alslopez1@hotmail.com. 

 

En cualquier momento si tiene alguna inquietud sobre el proyecto de investigación, 

también puede ponerse en contacto con mi Supervisores Dr. Elena Kolesova, teléfono 

8154321 ext 8827. Correo electrónico: ekolesova@unitec.ac.nz. 

Dr Philip Cass, teléfono 8154321 ext 8380, correo electrónico: pcass@unitec.ac.nz 

 
UREC NÚMERO DE REGISTRO: 2017-1025 

Este estudio ha sido aprobado por el Comité Ético de Investigación de UNITEC desde el 

15 de Junio de 2017 al 15 de Junio del 2018. Si usted tiene alguna queja o reservas sobre 

la conducta ética de esta investigación, puede comunicarse con el Comité por conducto 

del Secretario UREC (ph: 09 8154321 ext 6162). Cualquier problema que usted plantea 

será tratado confidencialmente e investigado de forma exhaustiva, y usted será 

informado de los resultados. 
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APPENDIX B: Participant Consent Form  
 

 

Title: “Colombian refugees in New Zealand and their resettlement 
stories”. 

Project objective:  To explore in depth, the stories and experiences of Colombian 
refugees in their process of resettlement and integration in New Zealand. 

I have had the research project explained to me and I have read and understood the 
information sheet given to me.  
 
I understand that I don't have to be part of this if I don't want to and I may withdraw from the 
project within two weeks after the interview. 
 
I understand that everything I say is confidential and none of the information I give will 
identify me and that the only persons who will know what I have said will be the researchers 
and their supervisors. I also understand that all the information that I give will be stored 
securely in a computer at Unitec for a period of five years. 
 
I understand that my discussions with the researcher will be taped and transcribed. 
 
I understand that I can see the finished research document. 
 
I have had time to consider everything and I give my consent to be a part of this project. 
 
 
Participant Signature: ………………………….. Date: …………………………… 
 
 
 
Project Researcher: ……………………………. Date: …………………………… 
 

 

UREC REGISTRATION NUMBER: 2017-1025 

This study has been approved by the UNITEC Research Ethics Committee 
from 15th June 2017 to 15th June 2018.  If you have any complaints or 
reservations about the ethical conduct of this research, you may contact the 
Committee through the UREC Secretary (ph: 09 815-4321 ext 6162).  Any 
issues you raise will be treated in confidence and investigated fully, and you 
will be informed of the outcome. 
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Spanish version 
  

 Formulario de consentimiento del participante 
 

Title: “Colombian refugees in New Zealand and their resettlement stories”. 

Objetivo del proyecto: Explorar en profundidad las historias y experiencias de los 
refugiados colombianos en su proceso de reasentamiento e integración en Nueva Zelanda. 

He tenido el proyecto de investigación explicado a mí y he leído y entendido la hoja de 
información que me han dado. 
 
Entiendo que no tengo que ser parte de este proyecto si no quiero y puedo retirarme del 
mismo dentro de 2 semanas después de la entrevista. 
 
Entiendo que todo lo que diga es confidencial y nada de la información que yo dé me 
identificará y que las únicas personas que sabrán lo que he dicho serán los investigadores y 
sus supervisores. También entiendo que toda la información que doy será almacenada de 
forma segura en una computadora en Unitec por un período de 5 años. 
 
Entiendo que mis entrevistas con el investigador serán grabadas y transcritas. 
 
Entiendo que puedo ver el documento de investigación terminado. 
 
He tenido tiempo para considerarlo todo y doy mi consentimiento para ser parte de este 
proyecto. 
 
 
Firma del participante: ………………………….. Fecha: …………………………… 
 
 
 
 
Firma del investigador: ……………………………. Fecha: …………………………… 
 

UREC NÚMERO DE REGISTRO: 2017-1025 
Este estudio ha sido aprobado por el Comité Ético de Investigación de UNITEC desde el 
15 de Junio de 2017 al 15 de Junio de 2018. Si usted tiene alguna queja o reservas sobre 
la conducta ética de esta investigación, puede comunicarse con el Comité por conducto 
del Secretario UREC (ph: 09 815 a 4321 ext 6162). Cualquier problema que usted plantea 
serán tratados de forma confidencial e investigadas completamente, y se le informará 
de los resultados. 
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APPENDIX C: Questions for the oral history interviews 
 

Part 1:  Living in Colombia 

 

1. What was your occupation in Colombia? 
 

2. Where and when were you born? 
 

3. Are you married?  
 

4. Do you have any children?  
 

5. Where did you live in Colombia?  
 

6. How was your life back in Colombia? 
  

7. How was your life affected by the Colombian conflict?  
 

8. Could you describe your situation before escaping from Colombia? 
 

 

Part 2:  Living in Ecuador 

 

1. Where did you first arrive in Ecuador?  
 

2. How was your arrival to Ecuador? 
 

3. What was the arrival process? 
 

4. What were your first impressions? 
 

5. What were your living conditions in Ecuador? 
 

6. What was your occupation? 
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7. Did you experience discrimination because you were a Colombian 
refugee? 

 
8. Did you consider at some point during your life in Ecuador going back 

to Colombia? 
 

9. What were your working conditions in Ecuador? 
 

10. How was the process to become a refugee and Ecuador? 
 

11. How was the selection process to being resettled in NZ? 
 

12. How were you prepared for resettlement in NZ? 
 

13. How did you experience the resettlement process? 
 

Part 3:  Living in NZ 

 

1. How long have you been in NZ?  
 

2. How did you come to NZ? 
 

3. When did you arrive?  
 

4. Could you describe your pre-arrival experience? 
 

5. What were your expectations of life and employment in NZ?  
 

6. What were the challenges faced by you in your resettlement and 
integration process in NZ? 

 

7. What was your knowledge of English when you first came to NZ? 
 

8. How did that affect your integration into the local society? 
 

9. What were your first impressions of the NZ culture and society?  
 

10. What did you like the most in your new country? 
 

11. Were there things you did not like and had a hard time getting used 
to?  
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12. How did you overcome these difficulties and learn to accept your new 
country? 

 
13. How were you received by other Colombians?  

 
14. How would you describe your relationship with other Colombians? 

Have you reconciled with them? 
 

15. Did you socialise with Colombians and neighbours? 
 

16. What activities did you perform? 
 

17. How did you used to keep in touch at the time with your family back 
in Colombia?  And today? 

 

18. Did you consider at some point during those early years going back 
to Colombia? Why?  

 

Part 4: Integration in NZ.   

 

1. What have been the most difficult aspects regarding your integration 
in NZ? 

 

2. What are your feelings about NZ? 
 

3. How do you see your lifestyle in NZ? 
 

4. How do you see your future in NZ? 
 

5. What are your goals in NZ? 
 

6. What are you doing to achieve your goals? 
 

7. What is your main activity in NZ? 
 

8. Have you thought about going back to live in Colombia later on? 
 

9. How have you accepted New Zealand as your new home? 
 

10. What have you done to consolidate and rebuild your life in New 
Zealand? 
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11. Do you consider yourself a Kiwi or a Colombian or a mixture of two? 

 
12. Can you give me some examples of when you feel like a Kiwi and 

when a Colombian? 
 
 
 

Part 5. Extra Questions 

 

1. Is there anything else you would like to add? 
 

2. If there is some important that you have forgotten to mention today, 
please feel free to call me. 
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APPENDIX D: Questions for the focus group discussions 
 

1. Where did you live in Colombia? 

o Was it affected by the Colombian conflict? How was it affected? 
 

o What was the most stressful situation you experienced. How 
did you deal with this? 
 

o How was your mood/demeanour during this time? 
 

2. Tell me about your living conditions in Ecuador? 

o How was your mood/demeanour during this time? 
 
o How did you prepare for resettlement in NZ? 

 

4. Tell me about the challenges of integration into NZ? 

o How is your mood/demeanour now? 
 

o Describe your experiences of the resettlement process? 
 

o Do you regard yourself as a Kiwi, Colombian or a mixture? 
 

o Tell me about your lifestyle, goals and aspirations in NZ? 
 

 
5. How have you come to accept living in NZ? 

 
o What have you done to consolidate and rebuild your life in 

New Zealand? 
 

6. If there was one piece of advice you could pass onto to others 
coming behind you- what would it be? 
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APPENDIX E: Advertisement for the Study 
 

Participate and take part of the first academic 

research focused solely on Colombian refugees in New 

Zealand. 

 
 

 
 

 
Dear Colombian compatriot, my name is Alfredo Lopez. Like you, I am 
a Colombian who had to live in Ecuador as a refugee and was later 
resettled in New Zealand. Now I am studying a Master's degree in 
International Communication at Unitec and for my thesis project, I am 
collecting the stories of Colombian refugees in their resettlement and 
integration process in New Zealand. 
 
Colombian refugees have been in New Zealand for 10 years. However, 
there has been no academic research focused solely on Colombian 
refugees in New Zealand. By participating in this research, your 
experiences will help other refugees settle better and more easily in 
New Zealand. So, I encourage you to participate in this project, which 
will give you the privilege of being part of this first study on Colombian 
refugees in New Zealand. Your participation will consist of telling your 
experiences as a refugee since before leaving Colombia until your 
integration process in New Zealand. All the information you share with 
me will be treated as confidential and used only for the purpose of 
this research. 

 
For more information and confirm your participation, you can contact 
me at the phone 0211647827 or by email: alslopez1@hotmail.com 
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APPENDIX G: Original codes 
 

1- Living in Colombia 
2- Occupation in Colombia 
3- Family conditions 
4- Life in Colombia before being a victim of the armed conflict 
5- Living conditions during the experienced problem 
6- Facing persecution in Colombia by armed groups 
7- Living with fear in Colombia 
8- Living conditions before leaving Colombia 
9- Escaping from Colombia 
10- Living in Ecuador 
11- Arriving in Ecuador 
12- Impressions about Ecuador 
13- Living conditions in Ecuador 
14- Experiencing discrimination in Ecuador 
15- Living with fear in Ecuador 
16- Impressions about the UNHCR 
17- The asylum process in Ecuador 
18- Occupation in Ecuador 
19- Feelings about Ecuador 
20- Resignation and reconciliation in Ecuador 
21- Integration in Ecuador 
22- Support received in Ecuador 
23- The process to be resettled in New Zealand 
24- Previous preparation to come to New Zealand 
25- Experiencing the resettlement process 
26- Resettlement in New Zealand 
27- The first impressions about New Zealand 
28- Living expectations in New Zealand 
29- The first six weeks in New Zealand 
30- Preparation in the Mangere Refugee Resettlement Centre 
31- Settlement into the community 
32- Relationships with others in the community 
33- Living conditions in the community 
34- Integration process into New Zeeland society 
35- The challenges for achieving integration 
36- Lack of English 
37- Ignorance about New Zealand system 
38- Feelings about New Zealand 
39- Reconciliation and resignation 
40- Identity 
41- Resilience 
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42- Appropriate support to refugees 
43- Support in the Mangere Refugee Resettlement Centre 
44- Support by WINZ 
45- Support by Housing New Zealand Corporation 
46- Support for employment 
47- Support for education 
48- The future of refugees in New Zealand 
49- The perception of Colombian refugees about their future in New Zealand 
50- The recommendations of Colombian refugees for New Zealand’s 

government and refugees organisations 
51- Recommendations from Colombian refugees to new refugees 
52- The refugee term 
53- Wrong use of refugee term 
54- Discrimination associated with the refugee term 
55- The refugee term is becoming obsolete  
56- Integration in New Zealand 
57- Quality of life in New Zealand 
58- Goals in New Zealand 
59- Occupation in New Zealand 
60- Remain in NZ or returning to Colombia? 
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APPENDIX H: Regions of Colombia where the participants 
come from
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Full name of author:  Alfredo José López Severiche 

 Full title of thesis/dissertation/research project: Colombian refugees in New 
Zealand and their resettlement stories 

Department of: Department of Communication Studies 

Degree:  Master of International Communication. Year of presentation:  2018 

 
EITHER: 
 
 (1)   I agree to my thesis/dissertation/research project being lodged in the Unitec 
Library  

(including being available for inter-library loan), provided that due 
acknowledgement of its use is made. I consent to copies being made in 
accordance with the Copyright Act 1994. 
 and 

I agree that a digital copy may be kept by the Library and uploaded to the 
institutional repository and be viewable world wide. 
 
OR: 
 

(2) I wish to apply for my thesis/dissertation/research project to be embargoed for a 
limited period as per Academic Policy 12 Conduct of Student Research, Guideline 
12/8. 
 
Reason for embargo: 

……………………………………………………………………………………………………. 

Supervisor Approval: 

……………………………………………………………………………………………………… 

Dean, Research Approval: 

………………………………………………………………………………………………. 
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