
Edited by
Elaine Chase · Nando Sigona · Dawn Chatty

Becoming Adult 
on the Move
Migration Journeys, Encounters and 
Life Transitions



Becoming Adult on the Move



Elaine Chase • Nando Sigona 
Dawn Chatty

Editors

Becoming Adult  
on the Move

Migration Journeys, Encounters and Life 
Transitions



ISBN 978-3-031-26533-4    ISBN 978-3-031-26534-1 (eBook)
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-031-26534-1

© The Editor(s) (if applicable) and The Author(s), under exclusive licence to Springer 
Nature Switzerland AG 2023
This work is subject to copyright. All rights are solely and exclusively licensed by the 
Publisher, whether the whole or part of the material is concerned, specifically the rights of 
translation, reprinting, reuse of illustrations, recitation, broadcasting, reproduction on 
microfilms or in any other physical way, and transmission or information storage and retrieval, 
electronic adaptation, computer software, or by similar or dissimilar methodology now 
known or hereafter developed.
The use of general descriptive names, registered names, trademarks, service marks, etc. in this 
publication does not imply, even in the absence of a specific statement, that such names are 
exempt from the relevant protective laws and regulations and therefore free for general use.
The publisher, the authors, and the editors are safe to assume that the advice and information 
in this book are believed to be true and accurate at the date of publication. Neither the 
publisher nor the authors or the editors give a warranty, expressed or implied, with respect 
to the material contained herein or for any errors or omissions that may have been made. 
The publisher remains neutral with regard to jurisdictional claims in published maps and 
institutional affiliations.

Cover credit: Mehdi Amini

This Palgrave Macmillan imprint is published by the registered company Springer Nature 
Switzerland AG.
The registered company address is: Gewerbestrasse 11, 6330 Cham, Switzerland

Editors
Elaine Chase
Institute of Education
University College London
London, UK

Dawn Chatty
Oxford Department of International 
Development Refugee Studies Centre
University of Oxford
Oxford, UK

Nando Sigona
Institute for Research into 
Superdiversity
University of Birmingham
Birmingham, UK

https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-031-26534-1


v

None of this work would have been possible without many very special 
people and organisations. In particular, our thanks go to the Refugee 
Education UK (previously Refugee Support Network), After 18, the 
Children’s Society, Asylum Welcome, Shpresa, Praxis, Refugee Resource, 
Aver Drom, MAXXI and Pigorini Museums, Jesuit Refugee Service, 
Caritas, Newham Partnership for Complementary Education, MiCLU 
(Migrant and Refugee Children’s Legal Unit), Save the Children and 
Baobab Experience. Through these organisations, we were able to build 
the fantastic team of young people who have been core to our project and 
made this book and the other outputs from the ‘Becoming Adult’ project 
possible. These are available via the project website, www.becoming-
adult.net.

Our particular thanks go to our fantastic team of young researchers: 
Gul, Habib, Klesti, Migena, Mohammed, Raymon, Semhar, Shafiq, Winta, 
Yusif, Mohammed, Mortezza and Loni. And to Elvis, Maranata and Elona 
without whom we really could not have done any of the work reported 
here. Huge thanks also go to other core team members: Francesca Meloni 
and Giulia Olivieri. We would also like to thank our advisory board mem-
bers for their invaluable support in helping us navigate this ambitious 
research: Synnove Bendixsen, Judith Dennis, Ilse Derluyn, Nadine Finch, 
Catherine Gladwell, Roberto G.  Gonzales, Lilana Keith, Ravi Kohli, 
Michelle LeVoy, Adrian Matthews, Virginia Morrow, Jenny Phillimore, 
Ilona Pinter, Liza Schuster, Jim Wade, Charles Watters and Natalie 

Acknowledgements

http://www.becomingadult.net
http://www.becomingadult.net


vi ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

Williams. Particular thanks for support with the Italian research go to 
Andrea Anzaldi, Lucio Fabbrini and Stefania Vannini, and for the UK 
research to Alison Birch, Martin Pinder, Luljeta Nuzi, Kamena Dorling, 
Baljit Sandhu, Benny Hunter, Erfan, Javid and Zakir. Enormous thanks 
also go to the following individuals who worked with us throughout the 
project to share what we were learning with others: Alessandra Fasulo; 
Mike Chase; Yasmin Sidhwa (Mandala Theatre Company); Ben Dix, Majid 
Adid, Emily Oliver and Rachel Shapcott (Positive-Negatives) and Ida 
Persson and Vanessa Hughes (ActReal). We would like to thank the 
Economic and Social Research Council, which funded and supported this 
research and the team at Palgrave Macmillan for their editorial support.

Finally, our thoughts, wishes and thanks go to all the young people out 
there in England, Italy, Indonesia and countries further afield who took 
part in the study. We send you our deepest thanks and best wishes for 
the future.



vii

contents

  Introduction   1
Elaine Chase, Dawn Chatty, and Nando Sigona

Part I   21

  “To Everyone, Homeland is Kashmir”: Cultural Conceptions 
of Migration, Wellbeing, Adulthood and Future Among Young 
Afghans in Europe  23
Khadija Abbasi and Alessandro Monsutti

  ‘Becoming adult by remaining a minor’: Reconfigurations of 
Adulthood and Wellbeing by Young Vietnamese Migrants in 
the UK  45
Tamsin Barber and Hai Nguyen

  Escaping Eritrea, Entering Sidet:  Young Refugees Realizing 
Voice, Autonomy and Responsibility in Exile  67
Samia Tecle and David Bozzini

  Blood Feuds, Rap and Romance: Cultural Conceptions of 
Albanian Youth Migration  89
Jennifer Allsopp, Migena Lala, and Nick Mai



viii CONTENTS

Part II    115

  Conversations with Jamal: A Young Person Drifting in the 
Global Asylum System 117
Elaine Chase, Nando Sigona, and Habib Rezaie

  Conversations with Dan: Piecing Together a Life Story 
Between Past, Present and Future 129
Elaine Chase and Nando Sigona

  Conversations with Adnan: Navigating Disbelief and Mistrust 
While Seeking Asylum from Albania 141
Elaine Chase and Nando Sigona

  ‘They are not a good match’: Exploring the Attitudes  
and Practices of Marriage Amongst Young Afghans in the 
Diaspora Through an Intersectional Perspective 155
Ouzra Karimi

Part III    179

  Recasting the ‘Best Interests’ of Young People on the Move: 
The UK Case 181
Rachel Humphris

  DIY Rights? Unaccompanied Migrant and Asylum-Seeking 
Children and Youth and Secondary Migration in Europe 199
Jennifer Allsopp

  Global Governance of Child and Youth Migration 229
Nando Sigona and Elaine Chase

  Index 245



ix

Khadija Abbasi completed her PhD in Anthropology and Sociology of 
Development from the Graduate Institute of International and 
Development Studies, Geneva, Switzerland. Her research was an auto-
ethnographic account of communities of Hazaras in Afghanistan, Iran and 
the UK. She has worked for various local and international NGOs in Iran, 
Afghanistan and the UK.  She is teaching development studies at the 
School of Oriental and African Studies (SOAS).

Jennifer  Allsopp is a Birmingham Fellow at the University of 
Birmingham, UK, and a visiting professor at the University of Florence, 
Italy. Her work considers the relationship between welfare, wellbeing and 
immigration control with a focus on youth and family migration, narrative 
and co-production. She is the co-author of Policing Humanitarianism (2019) 
and Youth Migration and the Politics of Wellbeing (2021). She previously 
worked at the Immigration of Harvard and Migration Leadership Team.

Tamsin  Barber is Senior Lecturer in Sociology and Migration and 
Refugees Network Lead at Oxford Brookes University, UK. Her research 
focuses on issues of ‘race’, ethnicity, identity and migration with particular 
reference to the Vietnamese diaspora and recent Southeast Asian migrant 
groups in the UK. She is author of Oriental Identities in Super-Diverse 
Britain: Young Vietnamese in London (2015; Palgrave Macmillan).

notes on contributors



x NOTES ON CONTRIBUTORS

David Bozzini is Professor of Social Anthropology at the University of 
Fribourg, Switzerland. His research in Eritrea and in Eritrean communi-
ties in exile focused on governance, surveillance, security and resistance. His 
current research investigates computer security, vulnerability research and 
ethical hacking.

Elaine Chase is Professor of Education, Wellbeing and Development at 
the Institute of Education (IOE), University College London (UCL)’s 
Faculty of Education and Society, UK. Her teaching, research and writing 
explore the sociological dimensions of health, wellbeing and rights of indi-
viduals and communities most likely to experience marginalisation and 
exclusion including migrant children, young people and families. She is 
the co-author of Youth Migration and the Politics of Wellbeing: Stories of 
Life in Transition (2021; also based on the findings from the ‘Becoming 
Adult’ project).

Dawn  Chatty is Emeritus Professor of Anthropology and Forced 
Migration and former Director of the Refugee Studies Centre, University 
of Oxford, UK. She was elected Fellow of the British Academy in 2015. 
Her research interests include refugee youth in protracted refugee crises, 
conservation and development, pastoral society and forced settlement. 
She is the author of Displacement and Dispossession in the Modern Middle 
East (2010), From Camel to Truck (2013) and Syria: The Making and 
Unmaking of a Refuge State (2018).

Rachel  Humphris is Senior Lecturer in Sociology and Politics at the 
School of Politics and International Relations, Queen Mary University of 
London, UK. She is a political sociologist whose research and teaching 
focuses on the governance of migration and marginality. Her work is 
grounded in contexts of rapid urban change in North America and Europe. 
She is the author of Home-land (2019).

Ouzra  Karimi has completed a Master’s Degree in Migration, 
Superdiversity and Policy from the University of Birmingham, UK. She 
has various experiences working with NGOs in Greece and in Bosnia sup-
porting asylum seekers. Her research interests include but are not limited 
to the negotiation of identities and belonging among Hazaras in the dias-
pora, border violence and gender relations. She is currently working as an 
Employment and Integration Adviser at Breaking Barriers.



xi NOTES ON CONTRIBUTORS 

Migena Lala is an aspiring solicitor. In 2021, she graduated from Oxford 
Brookes University, UK, where she successfully completed her law degree 
on a scholarship. Currently she is completing the Legal Practice Course 
combined with a Master’s degree at the University of Law in London and 
is about to join the criminal law team with an Oxford-based law firm. Her 
ambition is to become a criminal law solicitor.

Nick  Mai is Professor of Criminology at the University of Leicester, 
UK. His research, involving ethnography and long-term engagement with 
communities, straddles criminology, sociology and anthropology and 
focuses on the experiences and representations of criminalised, margin-
alised and stigmatised migrant groups. Nick is also a collaborative film-
maker through which he seeks to ensure that migrants and sex workers are 
able to express their perspectives, priorities and needs.

Alessandro Monsutti is a professor in the Department of Anthropology 
and Sociology at the Graduate Institute of International and Development 
Studies, Geneva, Switzerland. He has carried out extensive field research 
in Afghanistan, Pakistan and Iran since the mid-1990s, and more recently 
in the Western countries among Afghan refugees and migrants. He is the 
author and editor of several books, including War and Migration (2005) 
and Homo Itinerans (2020).

Hai Nguyen completed her PhD in Epidemiology/Medical Statistics in 
the Department of Health Service and Population Research from King’s 
College, University of London, UK. She has worked as a researcher on an 
ESRC-funded project ‘Becoming Adult: The Futures and Wellbeing 
Outcomes of Young People Subject to Immigration Control’ and on the 
British Academy/Newton Mobility Fund project: ‘New Labour Migrations 
Between Vietnam and the UK: Motivations, Journeys and Reflections’.

Habib Rezaie is a former unaccompanied asylum seeker who graduated 
with a Master’s Degree in Data Analysis from De Montfort University, 
Leicester, UK, and former research assistant to the ESRC-funded 
‘Becoming Adult’ project.

Nando  Sigona is Professor of International Migration and Forced 
Displacement and director of the Institute for Research into Superdiversity 
at the University of Birmingham, UK. Nando is a founding editor of the 
peer-reviewed journal Migration Studies and lead editor for Global 
Migration and Social Change book series. He is a senior research associate 



xii NOTES ON CONTRIBUTORS

at Overseas Development Institute (ODI) and held visiting research and 
teaching positions at the University of Oxford, University of Bergen and 
the European University Institute.

Samia Tecle is a PhD candidate in the Department of Sociology at the 
University of Toronto, Canada. Her areas of specialisation include race, 
immigration and refugee studies. Through her academic studies and pro-
fessional experience, Samia has been fortunate to engage daily with new-
comers to Canada, including many unaccompanied minors. She is 
employed with Immigration, Refugees and Citizenship Canada working 
on the Private Sponsorship of Refugees (PSR) programme.



1

Introduction

Elaine Chase, Dawn Chatty, and Nando Sigona

Akram arrived aged 14 in the UK from Afghanistan as an unaccompanied 
child. How come he finds himself a decade later in a refugee camp in 
Indonesia, still searching for a place to lay down roots and begin to live his 
life? Dan left Eritrea in 2006 and arrived without family in the UK. Why 
has he spent more than ten years couch surfing and living in destitution 
before finally being granted leave to remain? Adnan arrived unaccompa-
nied as a teenager from Albania. Why did he have to ‘disappear’ from 
statutory authorities in the UK and seek his future elsewhere in Europe? 
Becoming Adult on the Move seeks to answer these questions by situating 
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the biographical trajectories and aspirations of young people like Akram, 
Dan and Adnan within broader national, regional and global debates, pol-
icies, practices and discourses on child and youth migration. In doing so it 
unsettles ideas about singular and disconnected child migration and resit-
uates these often-perceived solitary migratory projects within their wider 
cultural, social, political, economic and historical frames.

Over the past decade or so there has been a growing appreciation of the 
specific dimensions of child and youth migration and mobilities in ways 
which go beyond seeing children and young people as constituent parts of 
family migration. This has brought with it an increased understanding of 
the impact of these movements not only on young people’s lives and out-
comes from their own perspectives (Veale & Donà, 2014) but also on the 
important roles that they play in shaping family migration dynamics, sus-
taining livelihood strategies, maintaining transnational ties and identities, 
as well as the significant contributions to care practices and collective well-
being (Ni Laoire et al., 2012; Heidbrink, 2020; Chase & Allsopp, 2020; 
Lems et al., 2020; Rosen et al., 2023).

Children and young people are now central to contemporary migration 
patterns and debates, with those under 18 years constituting an estimated 
38%, equivalent to 8 million children and young people, of the global 
refugee population (IOM, 2020). So-called unaccompanied children 
accounted for more than 23,000 known individual applications for asylum 
in Europe in 2021 (Eurostat, 2022), constituting a 72% increase com-
pared to the previous year but far lower than the more than 90,000 appli-
cations for asylum in Europe registered by unaccompanied minors at the 
height of the refugee ‘crisis’ in 2015. As noted elsewhere (Sigona et al., 
2017; Chase & Allsopp, 2020), an unknown number of children and 
young people arrive in Europe without claiming asylum and so are not 
counted within these statistics.

The politically constructed figure of the unaccompanied child in Europe 
is frequently offered time-limited protections for the period of time that 
they remain a child. These are accorded in keeping with obligations stem-
ming from governments being signatories to international conventions on 
the rights, protection, wellbeing and best interests of children—including 
the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNICEF, 
1989); and the UNCRC General Comment No. 6 on the treatment of 
unaccompanied and separated children outside of their country of origin 
(UNCRC, 2005). As a result, many young people spend their teenage 
lives in host countries during which time they have access, albeit in uneven 

 E. CHASE ET AL.
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ways, to care, accommodation, healthcare, education and other services 
and support. Once young people ‘age out’ of childhood, typically at the 
chronological age of 18, unless they have secured refugee status in the 
host country—through proving a well-founded fear of persecution in 
accordance with the 1951 Refugee Convention and the 1967 Protocol—
they may face forced removal to their country of origin and/or be denied 
any further access to protections, statutory services and support. For those 
who are returned, our research has demonstrated how many find life in 
countries of origin unsustainable and unsafe, and so migrate again in 
search of safety and security in other places (Chase & Allsopp, 2020). 
Beyond what has been written about the sorts of drivers of child and youth 
migration typically articulated in individualised asylum applications, there 
has been limited focus on where the arrival of young people into the UK 
and Europe fits within the broader trajectories of young people’s lives and 
the range of factors that may shape migratory decisions and journeys in 
countries of origin as well as in transit and destination countries.

Becoming Adult on the Move draws on data from a three-year ESRC- 
funded research project: Becoming Adult: Conceptions of futures and well-
being among migrant young people in the UK (www.becomingadult.net). 
The study combined an analysis of key concepts in relation to child and 
youth movement—‘migration’; becoming ‘adult’: ‘wellbeing’1; and 
‘futures’—linked to specific countries of origin (Afghanistan, Albania, 
Eritrea and Vietnam). These were explored through three interrelated 
work packages: (i) an analysis of cultural understandings of these concepts 
through different cultural media in the selected countries of origin; (ii) 
longitudinal and retrospective biographical narrative interviews with 100 
young people, predominantly from 3 of these countries of origin who 
have experienced very different migratory outcomes; and (iii) an analysis 
of the policies governing the lives of young people from these countries of 
origin as they make the transition to ‘adulthood’ combined with inter-
views with key stakeholders. A grant linked PhD studentship within the 
project-enabled comparative research and analysis to take place in Italy 
with a similar cohort of young people although from a more diverse set of 
countries of origin. Core findings from the study in relation to wellbeing 

1 The specific issues of wellbeing in the context of migration and its fundamentally political 
dimensions are discussed in length in a forthcoming companion volume emerging from the 
research by Chase and Allsopp: The Politics of Wellbeing in Transition (Bristol University 
Press 2020).
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outcomes can be found in the accompanying book, Youth Migration and 
the Politics of Wellbeing (Chase & Allsopp, 2020). The current volume 
engages with the multiple transitions of young people migrating alone, 
starting with the cultural repertoires about migration and adulthood to 
which they are sensitised in their countries of origin from a young age, 
through to their direct experiences of turning 18 in a different country. 
These combined insights are framed by an analysis of related policies 
which bureaucratically and institutionally shape these migratory 
experiences.

The book captures the diverse trajectories of young people subject to 
immigration control after becoming 18 which are largely contingent on 
whether or not they were able to secure legal status. Those who secure 
indefinite leave to remain have often begun building, in many cases highly 
successful, lives for themselves in Europe and experience new forms of 
becoming and belonging. Yet they remain linked and tied in important 
ways to countries of origin, or to other significant points in their migratory 
journeys. These cultural and social links and ties are strong and continue 
to significantly influence their lives, for example, through transnational 
social obligations, practices of care, religion, custom, food, music, politics 
or marriage. For the many who fail to secure legal status as they reach the 
age of majority, the protracted uncertainty of their migratory journeys is 
very real and, as our research demonstrates, for some young people 
becomes global in nature and spans many years of insecurity and destitu-
tion. Lives on hold furrow profound scars on young people that reverber-
ate in their lives even when their applications for leave to remain are 
eventually successful.2

Methodological innovation

The project was rich in its use of different popular media to work with 
young people and allow them to narrate their histories and experiences in 
ways which both aligned with their interests and differentiated the telling 
of their experiences from the institutionalised processes they were routinely 
subjected to through asylum and immigration systems. Examples of these 
approaches and outputs including the use of art, photography, music, 

2 Chase, E. and Sigona, N. (2016). Lost in the World: the young people shunted around a 
global asylum system. The Conversation is available at: http://theconversation.com/
lost-in-the-world-the-young-people-shunted-around-a-global-asylum-system-55991
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comedy, theatre and animation can be found on the project website (www.
becomingadult.net) and methodological details of research engagement in 
the accompanying volume Youth Migration and the Politics of Wellbeing 
(Chase & Allsopp, 2020). Working in collaboration with an author, Habib 
Rezaie, one of the peer researchers on the project, published his own auto-
biography, The Doorman of Urozgan (Rezaie & Pevsner, 2020)

Through these different experimental media, we wanted to present the 
voices of young people in collective, polyphonic formats and ensure that 
they reached non-academic audiences. At the same time the longitudinal 
elements of the study have enabled us to capture continuous movements 
in real time while enabling young people to reflect on their pasts, presents 
and futures which tended to fade in and out of focus throughout their 
narratives. Where we have captured longitudinal data with young people 
at different points in time, the intention was not to test the veracity or 
consistency of their stories, but rather to relate the messiness of often- 
confusing, all-consuming and for some terrifying transitions. Making per-
missible omissions, contradictions and opportunities to make sense of 
these through their narratives, the research approach sits in stark contrast 
to how young people are channelled and churned through asylum bureau-
cracies where no effort is made to understand the multiple and complex 
psychological, cultural, linguistic or political reasons why it may not be 
possible to sustain a coherent narrative over time yet such inconsistencies, 
no matter how minor, are routinely the basis on which applications for 
asylum are judged non-credible (Robinson, 1999; Jubany, 2011; Abbas 
et al., 2021).

In this volume, we place important emphasis on a further research 
innovation, the use of different cultural and social media to situate young 
people in countries of origin and transit and to better understand where 
their life stories, however unique, fit within more collective patterns, 
understandings, aspirations and expectations of migration. At the same 
time, we explore how ideas and practices of migration are generated 
through their generational experiences in the sense of sharing a history at 
particular points in time (Manheim, 1927). The treatment of notions of 
‘migration’, ‘adulthood’, ‘wellbeing’ and ‘futures’ as sensitising concepts 
(Blumer, 1969) within a range of cultural media in each country of origin 
has been particularly generative of important insights into collective 
dynamics, understandings and codes of practice in young people’s migra-
tory trajectories.
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iMaginaries, expectations and realities

The various chapters in the volume reflect ideas related to the imaginaries 
of migration for young people; the expectations that are produced by 
those who migrate, those who stay behind and those who receive or ‘host’ 
in countries of destination; and the realities of the lived experiences of 
migration. The latter are determined by multi-level factors from macro 
political ideologies, discourses, practices and migration governance 
regimes to the enactment of meso-level institutional processes and proce-
dures in relation to individual children and young people alongside other 
diverse micro-level interactions that they have with family, peers and 
beyond. Making sense of the world and one’s own place in it is negotiated 
across these different scales and geographical and social locations.

A number of core themes emerge as central to these dynamics and are 
picked up across the chapters. First, the volume centres the range of cul-
tural repertories and representations of migration in countries of origin, 
transit and destination and their historic, political and social dimensions. 
Second, the various chapters engage in different ways with notions of gen-
der, race, ethnicity and the bifurcation of young people into categories of 
‘good’ and ‘bad’/‘deserving’ and ‘undeserving’ migrant. A third theme 
relates to time and spatiality in young people’s migratory trajectories, 
unsettling notions of the linearity and time-boundedness of movement.

social, political and popular Media shaping 
Migratory projects

Starting with a collection of insights into how notions of migration, adult-
hood, wellbeing and futures are conceived of in different cultural scripts 
within countries of origin, the first four chapters in the volume illustrate 
how social, political and popular media emerge as central protagonists in 
migratory experiences. They become a means of transcending borders and 
take on multiple motivational, emotional, logistical and political roles.

In Afghanistan, YouTube videos, online newspapers, Afghan TV chan-
nels, radio and social media platforms such as Facebook and increasingly 
WhatsApp as well as poetry, rap and hip-hop all become means of sharing 
experiences and aspirations within the transnational space. As clearly 
depicted in the chapter by Abbasi and Monsutti, such media help connect 
the loner, the stranger, the wanderer—and enable reflections on the shared 
identity or ‘ontological status’ of âwâragi (the life of being a ‘wanderer’).

 E. CHASE ET AL.
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In Eritrea, while responsible adulthood is portrayed politically through 
the imagery and the discourse of the fighter, for young people this repre-
sents the fundamental denial of adulthood. Forced and indefinite con-
scription into the army equates to impeding them from moving forward 
with the normal benchmarks of adult life such as earning a living, marry-
ing and starting a family. Migration is thus associated with the quest for 
adulthood and ‘netsanet’ (the Tigrinya word for freedom) and for many 
young Eritreans is seen as the only way of simultaneously exercising auton-
omy, fulfilling responsibilities for collective care and support of family 
behind in Eritrea and, in some cases, pursuing political activism from their 
positions of exile. Against the cultural and political censorship within 
Eritrea, artists find their political voices outside of the country through the 
use of music, poetry, script writing and media representations which 
enable them to articulate in host countries why they have left Eritrea.

For young people from Albania, a long and complex history of migra-
tion across generations provides the backdrop to young people’s contem-
porary migration. Factors known to instigate or determine migratory 
decisions and experiences are evident in a range of contemporary cultural 
media including poetry, blogs, YouTube videos, magazine articles and 
popular films selected because of their thematic treatment of youth migra-
tion from Albania. These factors mirror findings from empirical data in the 
Becoming Adult study as well as subsequent research (see the LOHST 
project), underscoring the importance of family ruptures, blood feuds, 
trafficking and crime as reasons why young people cannot find safety in 
Albania and so look to find such safety and security through seeking asy-
lum in the UK and Italy.

In Vietnam, online and social media are increasingly important in shap-
ing and forming views and decisions about migration, how to migrate 
successfully and when it is an appropriate time to return. Such media have 
been shown in other research to provide vital sources of support and infor-
mation for Vietnamese migrants who may be working illegally in other 
contexts (Le Duc, 2016; Anh Hoang, 2016). The media illustrate how 
common depictions of young Vietnamese as ‘child slaves’ forced to work 
in cannabis farms may sit at odds with how young people themselves artic-
ulate through social media what they see as the potential value of such 
work for their own autonomy and agency. Often carrying the heavy expec-
tations of family in Vietnam, the representations through these media 
illustrate the role of shame when migratory projects do not go to plan and 
the lengths that young people go to in order to ‘save face’ and honour 

 INTRODUCTION 
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through the migratory decisions that they make. There are clear emerging 
connections, however, between treatment of young people subject to 
immigration control in the UK and their increased vulnerability to differ-
ent forms of exploitation by criminal gangs (Beddoe, 2021)

In distinct ways, the contributions to the book illuminate the complex, 
dynamic and interacting political, social, economic, cultural as well as his-
torical dimensions of young people’s migration, forcing us out of disci-
plinary and policy silos and encouraging us to unsettle and problematise 
what we think we know and understand. As such the volume seeks to 
transcend individualised accounts of migration and consider the sorts of 
collective factors which continue to shape ideas about migration as young 
people seek to establish a place for themselves in the world. A core aim of 
this work is to re-situate the migration of children and young people into 
Europe within a global framework of analysis—illustrating how, in Bozzini 
and Tecle’s words, ‘the local becomes global’—what happens on the 
streets of Damascus, Kabul, Hanoi or Asmara or the provincial towns of 
Northern Albania, has its ramifications in any major city in Europe. It 
picks up the mantel of other scholarship in order to problematise the lan-
guage and assignations associated with this group of young people, enable 
a better understanding of the diversity of their migration experiences and 
situate them within their broader social, political and historical contexts 
(Heidbrink, 2020). In essence, young people who arrive ‘on their own’; 
‘unaccompanied’ or ‘separated’—which are typically terms ascribed to 
them—actually experience migration in ways which debunk these categor-
ical labels. Whether they meet others in countries of origin, form new 
alliances and friendships along the way or develop new friendships as they 
navigate how best to journey through Calais, Libya or the Mediterranean 
Sea, most young people are anything but ‘unaccompanied’. And whilst 
they may not have the physical support of parents or family as they move, 
they sustain relationships by phone, online and through global social net-
works in ways which are complex and important (Lems et al., 2020). At 
the same time, the bureaucratic treatment of the ‘unaccompanied’ or ‘sep-
arated’ child often severs and undermines these ties and obfuscates their 
connectivity and agency.
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gender, race and the ‘good’ Migrant

The contributions to the book also reveal some of the important gendered 
dynamics of migration, illustrating the different and at times contesting 
aspirations, experiences and outcomes which shape identities of young 
men and women on the move. The liberatory aspects of migration for 
Afghan young women, for example, emerge through the chapter by 
Abbasi and Monsutti. They discuss how social media in contexts of migra-
tion create spaces of both connection with like-minded people and oppor-
tunities to be and perform ‘other’, particularly important for young 
women migrating unaccompanied by family. Often ostracised as lone and 
single in countries of transit and destination by Afghan communities and 
diaspora, young women find space through these media to suggest other 
ways of living their lives, questioning patriarchy and offering new oppor-
tunities to other Afghan young women who are part of the diaspora in 
countries such as Iran. As such migration opens up different social mobili-
ties and expressions of self and social media provide the channels to cap-
ture and transmit other possible identities to others. For young men, on 
the other hand, social media generates pressures to fulfil and globally 
transmit the trope of the successful migrant, whether or not the reality 
conjured through such media is authentic. The chapter on attitudes and 
practices of marriage among young Afghans in the diaspora by Ouzra 
Karimi, an early career UK-based scholar from Afghanistan, adds unique 
and new empirical insights into a major dimension of adulthood related to 
forging intimacies and marriage outside of Afghanistan. It suggests very 
distinct outlooks on marriage for young men and women within the 
Afghan diaspora and highlights the importance of further exploration of 
these vitally important yet under-researched dimensions of the transition 
to adulthood within migratory contexts.3

The more detailed migratory trajectories of Akram, Dan and Adnan 
capture the day-to-day realities for young men, reflecting the predomi-
nantly male cohort in the Becoming Adult study and by large the profile of 
unaccompanied children seeking asylum reaching the EU and 
UK. Nonetheless, they provide important illustrations of how particular 
masculinities are valued and aspired to across diverse migratory spaces, 

3 The chapter was written after the completion of the Becoming Adult study and draws on 
Ouzra Karimi’s MA dissertation at the University of Birmingham under the supervision of 
Nando Sigona.
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how these can sometimes be conflicting and confusing and how young 
men seek to navigate these spaces within their multiple identities as sons, 
fathers, husbands, lovers, siblings and friends.

From the insights provided by the chapter by Barber and Nguyen, 
young people’s migratory experiences are represented through cultural 
media as being gendered in multiple and complex ways. Cultural media 
present distinct vulnerabilities for young migrant women related to sexual 
violence and abuse. While single motherhood assumes particular qualities 
and expectations for young women, seemingly narrowing their future 
prospects of eventual return to Vietnam, parenthood for men and women 
may become a strategy through which to legitimise legal status. At the 
same time, young men and women are channelled through diverse path-
ways within the labour market, subject to different forms of exploitation 
as well as arguably presented with different opportunities. The chapter on 
Albania by Allsopp, Lala and Mai suggests similarly important gendered 
dynamics shaping migratory decisions and experiences of young men and 
women and how particular gendered migratory identities are both histori-
cised and embedded in contemporary portrayals of youth migration from 
Albania.

Young people from Afghanistan, Eritrea and Albania experienced fun-
damentally different pathways through the asylum and immigration sys-
tem in the UK and, in turn, these different pathways determined distinct 
wellbeing outcomes and possibilities. Albanian young people are most 
likely to be refused a right to remain in the UK; while a large proportion 
of young people from Afghanistan in the Becoming Adult study were 
either returned to Afghanistan or disengaged from statutory services to 
avoid deportation. Young people from Eritrea were most likely to have 
their claims to asylum accepted and, in most cases, secured indefinite leave 
to remain.

Of the thirty young people from Afghanistan included in the study, 
eight young people had been deported to Afghanistan (and of these seven 
had re-migrated); the remaining young person remains at the time of writ-
ing in Afghanistan, travelling the country in search of work and still depen-
dent for survival on networks of support in the UK. Three other young 
people from Afghanistan had ‘disappeared’ (from social services, police 
and immigration control) in order to avoid forced removal; three were 
appeal rights exhausted and two were waiting for the outcome of their 
asylum appeal; five were waiting for an outcome of their application for 
further leave to remain; twelve had indefinite leave to remain (two of 
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whom had previously been refused) and one person had UK citizenship 
(Chase & Sigona, 2017).

A number of young people had spent up to ten years of their lives on 
migratory pathways, seeking out secure legal status and a place to call 
‘home’. This had important impacts on their health and wellbeing and 
meant that futures are frequently put on hold indefinitely. These ongoing 
migratory journeys involved return to Afghanistan or purposeful disen-
gagement from statutory services in order to avoid the risk of deportation 
(fear of which was a highly salient in their narratives). Where it took place, 
enforced return to Afghanistan was usually followed by re-migration, 
either back to Europe or elsewhere. These protracted uncertainties in 
young people’s lives are captured by Bashir and Noor. They had initially 
travelled to the UK aged 15 and 16 respectively in the late 2000s and, 
after being removed to Afghanistan a few years later, travelled back to 
Europe. Bashir was in Eastern Europe at the time of the interview, and 
Noor, instead, had been removed once again to Afghanistan.

The second time was more difficult, how many borders? You count them … 
from Afghanistan to Pakistan, from Pakistan to Iran; from Iran to Turkey; 
from Turkey to Greece; Greece to Macedonia; from Macedonia to Serbia; 
from Serbia to Hungary; from Hungary to Czechoslovakia; from there to 
Austria; from Austria coming here (Italy), more than like 8, 9, countries. 
(Bashir, 23, currently in country in Eastern Europe)

I have really, really done journeys you know, a hard time. … It’s a bad 
situation. I have become old inside in my heart you know. (Noor, aged 24, 
currently in Afghanistan)

Albanians constitute one of the largest groups of unaccompanied 
asylum- seeking children in the UK but are also one of the least likely to be 
granted refugee status. Of the 18 young people taking part in the study, in 
line with national figures, the majority had been refused leave to remain 
beyond the age of 18 or were waiting for the outcome of an appeals pro-
cess. Only four young people in the study had been granted indefinite 
leave to remain (usually after an extended appeals process with highly 
expert legal advice). Aware that people from Albania constitute one of the 
largest groups of deportees from the UK, young Albanians in the study 
appeared to avoid removal through disengaging from statutory services as 
they turned 18 and when their applications were refused or frequently 
moving to other places of residence (Sigona et al., 2017).
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This point of transition was typically a time of high levels of stress and 
anxiety, Ida, a young woman from Albania captures the dilemmas experi-
enced by many young Albanians in a similar position.

For me, one of the hardest parts of life is deciding whether to walk away or 
to try harder. Dealing with the Home Office and all the problems is very 
stressful for young people who come to the UK. It is so hard when people 
cannot understand you. But it is even harder when you cannot understand 
yourself anymore because of the hard life and problems you have to face. 
These problems affect your mind, your life, your goals, and you don’t know 
what to do. (Ida, from Albania)

Applications for asylum in the UK by Eritreans are typically, although 
not exclusively, met with recognition of the need for protection by the UK 
government and currently Eritrea is not a designated ‘safe’ country and as 
a result forced return of Eritrean nationals is unlikely. As noted above, at 
the time of our research, forced return to Afghanistan was common and in 
the majority of situations resulted in re-migration on the part of young 
people (Chase & Allsopp, 2020). Since the collapse of the pro-Western 
Afghan government and the return to power of the Taliban in August 
2022, forced returns to Afghanistan have been suspended (Home Office, 
2021), however, the conditions of reception in the UK have worsened in 
line with the prescripts of the Nationality and Borders Act (Home Office, 
2022) championed by the former Home Secretary Priti Patel.

The migration trajectories of young people from Albania are complex 
and decision-makers within asylum systems are less persuaded by experi-
ences of ‘blood feuds’, family violence and trafficking in asylum applica-
tions. As we go to press, the UK Home Office receives an increasing 
number of applications for asylum from young people from Albania 
(Home Office, 2022), yet refuses to recognise the specific forms of perse-
cution faced by young people (MiCLu, 2021). In the first two quarters of 
2022, 46% of applications for protection from Albanians under the age of 
18 were refused at initial decision compared to 10% of child asylum appli-
cations as a whole. At the same time, concerns about trafficking of Albanian 
children and young people for labour and sexual exploitation have 
increased year on year, with similarly common concerns raised in relation 
to young people from Vietnam. While research has highlighted how such 
exploitation can sometimes be oversimplified in immigration and anti- 
modern slavery debates (O’Connell Davidson 2015), National Crime 
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Agency statistics suggest that Albanians are the most commonly repre-
sented national group in the monitoring of criminal and labour exploita-
tion forms of modern slavery recorded through the National Referral 
Mechanism (NRM).

Emerging research also indicates that young people often find them-
selves caught between systems of ‘protection’ in relation to asylum and 
trafficking which are unconnected and at times opposing. As a result, they 
may find themselves waiting for the outcome of a referral to the National 
Referral Mechanism founded on evidence of trafficking which results in a 
halting of their asylum applications, while a positive recognition within the 
NRM is no guarantee of being granted protection through the asylum- 
seeking system (MiCLU, 2021). The siloed approaches to these statutory 
systems and processes for young people migrating alone, particularly as 
they make the transition to institutional adulthood at 18 years, means that 
it is common for them to fall through the often-significant gaps in these 
distinct protection mechanisms.

The chapter by Tamsin Barber and Hai Nguyen points to some of the 
important cultural and social norms which may be defining whether and 
how Vietnamese young people move and the sorts of outcomes they are 
most likely to experience in their quests for seeking asylum in the UK. The 
chapters illustrate, therefore, that rather than applications being consid-
ered individually purely on the basis of how each one can substantiate a 
well-founded fear of persecution, there is clear evidence that migratory 
outcomes in relation to immigration and asylum bureaucracies are pat-
terned in particular ways according to countries of origin.

Young people arriving on their own as children into Europe bring to 
the fore the power of broader political and media discourses surrounding 
notions of what constitutes the ‘good’ and deserving child and how young 
people not fitting such ideal constructions tend to be met with a culture 
of disbelief (Crawley, 2007; Bhabba, 2016; Watters, 2014). These issues, 
for example, created significant media and political furore in the wake of 
the Dubs amendment in 2016 when the first separated children in Calais 
were brought to be reunited with family members in England. Media 
images of young men ‘not looking like children’ splashed across the pages 
of the tabloid press sat at odds with idealised and universal tropes of the 
‘innocent’, ‘vulnerable’ and ‘victim’ children of war and displacement 
conjured in the popular imagination. This disconnect created significant 
media and public backlash, demonstrating the gendered and racialised 
subjectivities of how childhood is defined as well as the dangers of 
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