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ABSTRACT 
 

Mapping Experiences and Research about Unaccompanied 
Refugee Minors in Sweden and Other Countries* 

 
Many unaccompanied children have applied for asylum during the last few years, especially 
in 2015. These children face special challenges and risk being exploited due to their age and 
legal status. In this paper we survey research and otherwise documented experiences 
regarding this group of children. The main focus is on Sweden, the European country that 
has received most unaccompanied children but we also report on the experiences of other 
Nordic countries, a list of other EU member states, as well as USA and Turkey. We also try to 
summarize the main lessons for a policy to assist these children to integrate in the countries 
they have arrived to. 
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1. An increasingly topical matter 

Children under the age of 18 who are separated from their parents or legal/customary 

guardians are defined as separated children and/or “unaccompanied minors”. Identification of 

this group is of critical importance due to the special protection and assistance needs of this 

group (UNHCR, 2014). This population is considered ‘vulnerable’ due to their young age 

during the fleeing process combined with the fact that they are unaccompanied by their 

parents or legal guardians (Derluyn and Broekaert, 2008; Derluyn and Vervliet, 2012). 

These children can face special challenges and risk being exploited due to their age and legal 

status. Thus, the global movement of unaccompanied and separated children presents 

challenges for children’s rights and well-being.1  

According to the UNHCR (2016b), there are a total of 65 million displaced persons 

worldwide. The portion of these displaced persons (DP) who are children increased from 41 

in 2009 to 51 per cent in 2015.  A part of the DPs seek asylum in Europe. Many of the 

children DPs are unaccompanied.  

There are a large number of unaccompanied minors who seek asylum in countries around the 

world, with this number increasing year after year. In 2013, 25,300 unaccompanied minors 

sought asylum in a total of 77 countries according to UNHCR (2014),  in 2014, 34,300 

unaccompanied minors sought asylum in a total of 82 countries (UNHCR 2015) and in 2015, 

98400 unaccompanied minors sought asylum in 78 countries. There is considerable 

uncertainty regarding these statistics. The actual number may be significantly higher. There is 

missing information from some countries as South Africa and the US. 

Over a number of years up until 2016, Sweden was the country that received the most asylum 

applications from unaccompanied minors in Europe (Eurostat, 2015, 2016; Swedish 

Migration Agency, 2015). In the table 1, we present details about the EU countries that 

received the most asylum seeking minors over the past decade.  

We also present the equivalent figures for the other two Nordic EU member countries, 

Denmark and Finland, and also one of the two Nordic countries not being members of the EU, 

Norway. We have not included Iceland. In two years (2012 and 2015), five unaccompanied 

minors seeking asylum arrived in Iceland, in other years there were none.  

                                                 
1 See Hjeds, Löfmark and Eriksson (2016), for a map of human trafficking in the EU. Of the cases discovered, 
13 per cent concern girls and 3 per cent boys. Other cases concern adults – in the majority of cases, women. 
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In 2015, 35,369 unaccompanied minors seeking asylum were received in Sweden, with the 

majority coming from Afghanistan (Swedish Migration Agency, 2016).2 In 2015, Germany 

received the second most asylum applications from unaccompanied minors in Europe.  

 

Table 1. Unaccompanied minors seeking asylum in certain EU countries, EU total and 
Norway3 
Country Year 

2008 2010 2012 2014 2015 
Sweden 1,510 2,395 3,580 7,050 35,250 
Germany 765 1,950 2,095 4,400 14,440 
Austria 695 600 1,375 1,975 8,275 
United Kingdom 4,285 1,715 1,125 1,860 3,045 
The Netherlands 725 700 380 960 3,855 
Italy 575 305 970 2,505 4,070 
Denmark 300 410 355 820 2,125 
Finland 705 330 165 195 2,535 
All 28 EU countries 11,700 10,620 12,545 23,075 88,265 
Norway 1,045 220 495 780 5,050 
Source: Eurostat (update 31/07/2015) and EU (2016b). 

 

UN Convention on the Rights of the Child (1989), ratified by all EU countries, is to be 

implemented by using “The principle of best interests of the child” as an overarching 

principle and guidelines. These principles are expected to influence law-making, 

administrative decisions and all other actions affecting the children. Unaccompanied minors   

are seen as a group that particularly needs protection within the context of these guidelines 

and that needs of this group is to be prioritised. However, there are only a few child-specific 

provisions in place with regard to the conditions of unaccompanied minors with regard to 

entry and integration. Furthermore, there are only a few specific provisions in the legislation 

for UAMs who arrive in the Union without applying for international protection (EMN, 

2015). 

To be able to evaluate the policies in this area and to be able to monitor the rights, conditions 

and challenges for this group, it is important to have good register data and that the statistics 

from these data are readily available. High quality data specifically on different groups is 

crucial for visibility, being able to take care of children's rights and wellbeing. Best interests 

                                                 
2 In 2016 much fewer unaccompanied minors have applied for asylum in Sweden; only 1584 in January–July 
2016 (Swedish Migration Authority 2106–08–01.  
3 Note that there are some differences between the numbers reported in country reports and those in the 
Eurostat/EU-reports. 
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determination (BID) describes the formal process designed to determine the child’s best 

interests for particularly important decisions affecting the child. Chapter 2 in BID emphasizes 

the importance of monitoring the effectiveness of past measures and addressing the gaps 

identified (UNHCR, 2008). Clearly, one of the ways of achieving this goal is through analyses 

of comprehensive longitudinal data including the whole population of this group. Detailed 

data related to this group make it possible to follow the group's development and also 

provides a basis for evaluating different actions aimed at this group. Many investigations 

highlight the importance of quantitative studies of comprehensive data material for this group 

as an important complement to qualitative analyses (McDonald, 1995; Refugee Council, 

1999; Andersson-Brynja and Melchert, 2010; Ekenberg, 2011).  

Not all children seeking asylum have their application approved. However, the quality and 

availability of statistics for the number of applications granted varies greatly between 

different EU member countries. There is a lack of information for the majority of EU 

countries, only some countries have details about the portion of unaccompanied minors being 

granted asylum out of those who have their cases determined during the course of a year. 

Here, we provide the numbers for the countries included in the table above and for which 

there are also details about the share of minors who received a positive decision during 2013.  

See European Migration Network (2015b; calculations based upon details presented in Table 

A1.3). In 2013, the number of unaccompanied minors who had their applications granted was 

66 per cent in Sweden4, 81 per cent in the United Kingdom, 54 per cent in the Netherlands, 52 

per cent in Italy5, 80 per cent in Finland and 77 per cent in Norway. Those who received a 

decision in 2013 may have arrived during said year but also in the preceding years. In many 

cases, the asylum process takes a very long time. Even though the portion of those seeking 

asylum and who are granted asylum is not the highest in Sweden, the total who have received 

asylum has been higher in Sweden than in any other European countries for several years.  

The total to receive a residence permit varies greatly depending on the country from which the 

child has come. ESPON (2015) presents the number to have received positive and negative 

decisions respectively for the period of 2010–2015 (3rd quarter) for the eight countries that 

received the most asylum seekers from the top eight countries where the asylum seekers 

originated. This information applies to all refugees, not just unaccompanied minors. However, 

it is roughly the same for unaccompanied refugee minors. The portion to receive a positive or 

                                                 
4 In Sweden, the portion was the same in 2015 – 66 per cent – but it was 75 per cent in 2014. See the Swedish 
Migration Agency (2016). 
5 In 2013, there were only a few asylum cases decided in Italy. 
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very positive decision (temporary or permanent residency) is very high or high for those from 

Syria (92 % yes), Eritrea (85 %), Somalia (65 %), Iraq (64 %) and Afghanistan (61 %), 

whereas it is low for those from Russia (17 %), Kosovo (5 %) and Serbia (2 %) – i.e. 

countries in Europe. 

There are various reasons for being granted asylum and consequently a residence permit: 1) 

refugee in accordance with the UN Refugee Convention, 2) otherwise in need of protection 

and 3) special distressing circumstances. The composition behind the reasons for the decision 

can vary from country to country and from year to year; for example there can be differences 

to the types of residence permit and the possibility to be reunited with family members. 

Although the unaccompanied minors are ’vulnerable’ in different parts of the migration 

process, several studies have stressed the strength, resilience, and agency of unaccompanied 

minors, despite the traumatic experiences and challenges (Luster et al. 2010; Derluyn et al. 

2008). The victimization of refugee groups in general and the Western trauma discourse is 

criticized, where certain methods and programmes are imposed on these groups 

(Summerfield, 1999). Both integration and the well-being of this group can be achieved by 

identification of the specific needs and challenges for this group at the different stages of their 

lives and planning policies in line with these needs. The methods and the degree to which this 

is done vary across countries and is not necessarily done in a systematic way. Thus, the goal 

of this study is to review the literature in different countries in relation to the issue of 

unaccompanied minors in the major fields of reception, housing, education, employment and 

health to see which issues are highlighted and to learn from the experiences in different 

countries. Clearly, the global movement of separated children is a global concern and the 

protection of these children is possible only through international cooperation with the major 

concern for the best interest of the child. 

The aim of our study is to see what has been recorded in literature addressing the various 

central areas concerning unaccompanied minors – such as reception, accommodation, work 

and health – and through this, draw on the experiences of different countries. Unaccompanied 

minors and their conditions are an international matter and therefore it is very important for 

global collaborative efforts to find ways to help the unaccompanied minors. Our survey is on 

the circumstances surrounding the unaccompanied minors and how various measures can 

influence and improve their conditions. 
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2. Experiences from Sweden 

The first area of our overview looks at Sweden's recent experiences as far as these have been 

documented in research and reports.6 Many efforts are being made at different levels to be 

able to receive the unaccompanied refugee minors. In addition, a number of reports have also 

been compiled by the affected authorities at central, regional and local levels. Other material 

is also available from unions and other organisations, in addition to research in different areas. 

Here we provide a structured run-through of the material and use this to draw conclusions 

about what can be learnt from these efforts and what can be applied by other actors. This 

applies to the measures implemented directly after their arrival in Sweden and also where they 

are housed, their education, work and health. There is also reason to pay attention to whether 

these experiences and future efforts can be evaluated in a more structured manner. Here we 

have presented a number of results from these studies. Further details can be found in the 

reports and articles to which we refer. 

 

2.1 The introductory stage7 

In Sweden, the Migration Agency is responsible for the introductory stage. After being placed 

in an arrival municipality (in arrival accommodation), the child is then placed in 

accommodation in an assigned municipality. This is to take place quickly, but often takes 

time. 

Since the official international and national definition of an unaccompanied minor refers to 

the age at arrival at the border of the final destination country rather than the migration 

process itself; first, it needs to be established that the child is less than 18 years of age 

contemporaneously. An initial assessment is conducted directly upon arrival, to refer any 

clear cases of persons over the age of 18 to seek asylum as an adult. At a later stage, a more 

in-depth assessment, such as an interview, is conducted in the event that there is uncertainty 

of the applicant's age.   

                                                 
6 Unaccompanied refugee minors have been coming to Sweden for a long time. The most discussed previous 
experience is that of the Finnish children who arrived during the Second World War. See, e.g. Paksuniemi 
(2015) for a study of their experiences from interviews and Santavirta et al. (2015) for a study examining the 
long-term health effects.  
7 A thorough presentation of the different phases has been provided by the Swedish National Board of Health 
and Welfare (2013). Practical advice has been provided by the Swedish National Board of Health and Welfare 
(2013a) and Kommunförbundet Stockholms Län (2013). 
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There is comprehensive research regarding the use of teeth and skeleton X-rays to establish 

the child's age; see Olze et al. (2006) and Schmeling et al. (2006) for surveys, and Hjern and 

Ascher (2015) for a contribution to the current Swedish debate.8 Their overall conclusion is 

that there is considerable uncertainty about the estimations that can be made using these 

methods. The Swedish National Board for Health and Welfare (Socialstyrelsen) has made 

surveys of various methods to establish the age of the children and also proposed a method 

that should be used; see Socialstyrelsen (2016a, 2016b). 

The second stage includes investigating the child's family circumstances. Is it possible to 

establish a reunion with the family in their home country or, if this is not possible, in another 

country?  

The third stage is to investigate whether the child has substantial cause to be granted asylum – 

i.e., they have fled from circumstances that entitle them asylum, but also that an assessment in 

accordance with the Dublin Regulation should not be conducted in another EU country. The 

Dublin Regulation (EU no. 604/2013) regulates which country is responsible for considering 

an application for international protection.  

Human Rights Watch (2016) has published a report on the situation during and after the large 

inflow of unaccompanied children in Sweden in 2015, pointing at several problems in the 

handling of the different parts of the introductory stage during this period.  

The Migration Agency decides whether asylum will be granted or not. If the Migration 

Agency's decision is negative, it is possible to turn to a Migration Court and, as a final resort, 

the Migration Court of Appeal. Despite some children having their asylum applications 

rejected, it is not always possible to force the child to leave Sweden. Members of the Union 

for Professionals, SSR (2015) stated in a survey that this is a large or very large problem. In 

many cases, it is not possible to deport the child to their home country, as it refuses to receive 

the child. 

Some of the children seeking asylum abscond during different stages of the asylum seeking 

process. The majority who abscond do so during the transfer phase (arrival accommodation), 

whilst fewer abscond from the assigned accommodation. Those who abscond from assigned 

accommodation usually do so after their application for asylum has been rejected. Those from 

countries for which many applications are rejected – such as Algeria and Morocco9 – abscond 

                                                 
8 Also see Hjern et al. (2012) for an analysis of the difficulties in establishing a child's age when no reliable 
documentation is available. 
9 See Lang and Popadic (2016) for a study of children coming to Sweden from these two countries. 
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to a much greater extent than those from countries such as Afghanistan and Syria – most of 

whom are granted asylum. Of those to arrive between 2010 and 2015, 34 per cent from 

Algeria and 27 per cent from Morocco absconded, in comparison to a mere 1 per cent of those 

from Afghanistan. See Kullander et al. (2016). Few of those to abscond are found, or can be 

assured to have returned home or continued to another country. The majority most likely 

remains in Sweden. 

The children receive financial support during the asylum application process. The financial 

support system changes once a residence permit has been granted just as when the child turns 

18. Different areas of responsibility are distributed over several authorities such as the 

Migration Agency, county administrative boards, county councils, municipalities, the Swedish 

National Board of Health and Welfare and the Health and Social Care Inspectorate. These 

authorities have various responsibilities for the child, everything from the asylum process, 

living conditions, accommodation and education to pocket money. The municipality appoints 

a custodian and personnel at the child's accommodation to be responsible for ensuring the 

child's rights are catered for (Swedish Migration Agency 2015). Rights cover the period up 

until the child turns 21.  See Swedish National Board of Health and Welfare (2015) for a 

breakdown of the various allowances. 

 

2.2 Accommodation placement 

The first placement is at accommodation in an arrival municipality – accommodation for the 

period immediately after the child's arrival in Sweden. This accommodation is intended to be 

temporary, however for many children it becomes long term. See Ombudsman for Children in 

Sweden (2016) for a study based upon group interviews of approximately 450 unaccompanied 

minors at different arrival accommodations. The interviews took place between October and 

December 2015, a period when many children arrived in Sweden. The report concludes with a 

number of suggestions for improvements to the system. According to the report, the most 

important suggestion is that actions are taken that in turn reduces the amount of time spent at 

the arrival accommodation. It is also important that activities are provided for those at the 

arrival accommodation. Many municipalities have activities aimed at helping the brand new 

arrivals. One example is the “Landningsbanan” reception centre for newly arrived refugee 

families in Växjö municipality. The importance of a guardian (god man) at every stage of the 

process, an adult as the main contact and legal guardian of the child that the child can trust 

and receive guidance is emphasized in this report. 
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Malmsten (2014) presents a study that builds upon interviews with eleven unaccompanied 

minors at arrival accommodation in Malmö. The children continually say that they are 

satisfied with the accommodation, which in itself could be attributed to the fact they have 

lived in worse conditions on their way to Sweden, or, they do not want to appear ungrateful. 

In the analysis of the interviews, the author emphasises the importance of structure to their 

stay and the value of organised activities. 

The child is then placed in another accommodation in an assigned municipality. The majority 

of unaccompanied minors are placed in accommodation provided by the Migration Agency 

(ABO), a part of them in a home for care and accommodation (HVB housing), but some 

children are placed in a foster home, depending on their age. As a rule, the youngest are 

placed in foster homes. If they have relatives in Sweden, they can be placed with them. This is 

known as private accommodation (EBO), and is located in the municipality where their 

relatives live. See Iveroth (2015). As in the case of other forms of living, there are several 

institutional, legal and ethical issues regarding the process and aftermath of this type of 

accommodation, which have potential important consequences for the child’s well-being 

(Backlund, et al., 2012). 

Up until 2014, the placement in a municipality was entirely based on agreements between the 

Migration Agency and various municipalities. As of 2014, the Migration Agency has the 

authority to place unaccompanied refugee minors in all municipalities, without there being 

such agreements.  

As stated previously, the HVB is an important form of accommodation. In their inspection of 

HVBs for children and youths during 2014 and 2015, the Swedish Health and Social Care 

Inspectorate (IVO) saw various forms of unsatisfactory conditions. See IVO (2015). 

As of 1 July 2006, the municipalities were allocated an increased role in the reception of 

unaccompanied minors. Gradually, more municipalities signed reception agreements with the 

Migration Agency for unaccompanied minors. Lidén and Nyhlén (2015) have studied the 

municipalities that had reception agreements in each of the years between 2008 and 2011. 

Over the four years, the municipalities with a high portion of residents with higher levels of 

education more often received unaccompanied minors, compared to other municipalities. For 

other variables, the coefficients were not significant all years. This can be explained by the 

fact that more municipalities began receiving unaccompanied refugee children and 

consequently, there was less variation to explain. Attention can be brought to some results 

from the study, such as municipalities with a greater population often received children, and 
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municipalities with a higher portion of voters for the centre-right Moderate Party and the far-

right Sweden Democrats received fewer unaccompanied minors. 

The system after its reform in 2006 now means that municipalities have to collaborate in their 

work with receiving unaccompanied refugee minors. A study by Bloom (2008) shows that 

initially, there have been problems related to the formation of this collaboration. 

A longitudinal study (Stretmo and Melander, 2013) that follows 154 unaccompanied minors 

who arrived in the Gothenburg region in 2008 found that the children often changed 

accommodation on at least one occasion. For the children who are placed with relatives, these 

accommodation changes are less common. 

In a qualitative study of a small number of children placed with their relatives, Backlund et al. 

(2012, pp. 99–103) indicate that being placed in homes with relatives/connections often takes 

place without thorough investigation and follow ups are often less comprehensive than for 

children who are placed in other forms of accommodation. They also show how financial 

support for these homes varies considerably amongst the 22 Stockholm County municipalities 

included in their study. 

The type of accommodation best suited to the different groups of unaccompanied minors is a 

greatly debated topic. There are various challenges, risks and support systems in relation to 

the different forms of living (Brendler-Lindqvist, 2004; Wallin and Ahlström, 2006; Wimelius 

et al., 2016; Iveroth, 2015; Stretmo and Melander, 2013; Fälldin and Strand, 2010). 

One of the most important support systems identified in the studies in Sweden in relation to 

accommodation type is contact with the personnel. Contact with the accommodation 

personnel is very important and can, to a certain extent, be said to replace the contact with the 

family members who are not present. Regular, daily contact with the personnel is essential. 

Contacts with other children living in other accommodations have also been found to be very 

important. See, e.g. Wimelius et al. (2016), a study on receiving unaccompanied refugee 

minors in Umeå. 

In a survey, members of the Union for Professionals SSR (2015) state that one important 

matter is finding alternative forms of accommodation than the HVB for the children who do 

not require special support. Such accommodation has now been introduced. Since 1 January 

2016, there has been a new form of accommodation, supported housing, which is to be less 

invasive in the lives of the children and young people. This is aimed at children and young 

people aged between 16 and 20. For the legislation governing the new form of 
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accommodation, see the Swedish Social Services Act, (SFS 2001:453) and the Swedish Social 

Services Ordinance, (SFS 2001:973). For a presentation of these, see the Swedish National 

Board of Health and Welfare, (2016). For criticism of the new supported housing see Ramel 

and Assel (2015). They argue that the housing support should be more qualified. 

 

2.3 Guardians, specially appointed custodians and other groups of responsible personnel 

Several studies show the importance of networks in building country specific human capital 

and for employment outcomes (Sjögren and Zenou, 2007). The way the asylum process, 

reception and accommodation of this group are organized unaccompanied minors are obliged 

to be in contact with several key persons from the Swedish society to be able to navigate in 

the Swedish system. The guardian (‘God man’) and the personnel at the accommodation are 

some of these contacts (Iveroth, 2015). These contact are potentially very important for the 

development and integration of this group (Stretmo and Melander, 2013; Fälldin and Strand, 

2010).  

The right for children in Sweden to have a legal guardian was established in 1948. In 2005, 

legislation was passed extending this right to include unaccompanied refugee minors. This 

legislation regulates the right to get a guardian. Before the child receives a decision of 

whether they will be granted a residence permit, the municipality's Chief Guardian Committee 

appoints a guardian who is to act in the child's best interests. The guardian gives power of 

attorney to a public counsel, who represents the child upon their application for asylum. A 

special custodian is appointed to a child whose application for asylum has been granted. The 

appointment of guardian/special custodian ends when the child turns 18. This means that 

when they turn 18, the child loses support that may have been very important to them. When 

this support ends, support from fellow countrymen becomes very important. See Eriksson et 

al. (2014) who present experiences from a study of unaccompanied minors in Umeå. 

The Chief Guardian Committee has the important task of inspecting the guardian's work. 

They are tasked with several duties and varying complaints are often made aimed at their 

work. A report by the Swedish National Audit Office (2009) emphasises that county 

administrative boards shall be more active with the inspections of the Chief Guardian 

Committees' activities. The inspection of the quality of services of the guardians has been a 

widely debated issue in Sweden recently. 
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In a survey, members of the Union for Professionals SSR (2015) state that a large or very 

large problem is that children are, on the one hand, assigned people to whom they have weak 

or uncertain links, and on the other hand, the guardians whom the children are appointed are 

often responsible for far too many children.  

 

2.4 Education 

Education is extremely important for the well-being and integration of refugee children, 

regardless of whether they are unaccompanied or arrive with their families. It is important that 

education is adjusted so it is meaningful to the children, provides support during the school 

days, helps them develop the skills relevant to the society where they arrived and provides 

skills relevant to working life. Education is also a protective factor for refugee youth. 

Relevant and responsive education offers stability and purpose, opportunities to rebuild social 

capital, re-establish a routine and continued essential development of skills and knowledge for 

future generations (Ackerman et al., 2014). The specific importance of schools is discussed in 

the case of unaccompanied minors in terms of providing daily routines and a safe 

environment for their well-being (Bhabha, 2004; Seglem et al., 2014). 

Education is central to integration in Sweden. The majority of children arrive in Sweden when 

they are of upper-secondary school age, or at the age of higher classes of the compulsory 

school. However, generally speaking they cannot be directly placed into the regular school 

system. Education in Swedish is commonly the first step of the education. Good knowledge of 

Swedish is important both for continuing education and for joining the labour market later 

on.10  The situation varies depending on the age of the child when they arrive in Sweden, 

amongst other things. As a rule, the younger the child, the easier it is for them to learn 

Swedish. Other forms of introductory processes are available before the child is placed in the 

regular education system. 

If we consider all newly arrived immigrants who are children (unaccompanied minors or 

otherwise), those aged between 1 and 12 constitute around 2 per cent of all children in 

preschool and grades 1–6 of compulsory school. However, these children make up around 5 

per cent of all children aged 13–15. At this age, the children are in grades 7–9 of compulsory 

                                                 
10 For adult refugees Swedish for Immigrants (SFI) is very important. The percentage of people who start SFI 
before their fifth calendar year after their immigration is highest amongst those who arrived in Sweden as 
refugees. See the Swedish National Agency for Education (2014). 
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school. Finally, 8 per cent are aged between 16 and 18, i.e., of upper secondary school age. 

See the Swedish National Agency for Education (2016). 

It is also important to pay attention to the child's existing level of education when they arrive 

in Sweden. Such information is important to be able to place the child at the right level in the 

Swedish education system.  

A follow up study of unaccompanied minors in the Gothenburg region who arrived in 2008 

(Stretmo and Melander, 2013), shows that the children were placed in the compulsory school 

or upper-secondary education, but few of them were placed on the regular programmes. 

Instead they were placed in special preparatory classes. One advantage of such teaching is that 

it is better tailored to what the children can accomplish; however, at the same time there is the 

disadvantage that they will not be integrated with other children to the same extent. 

School provides contacts with friends, teachers and other personnel. It is important that the 

teaching of unaccompanied minors does not take place in isolation from other pupils. Instead, 

teaching should take place with the other pupils so the unaccompanied minors can more easily 

integrate into society. At the same time, it is important that they have contact with pupils in 

similar situations. See Wimelius et al. (2016) for a study of unaccompanied refugee minors in 

Umeå.  

One interesting, yet small-scale activity that is yet to be evaluated is “Folkhögskolespåret” – 

the Folk High School Track. Two advantages can be the relatively low costs and integration 

with children other than refugees. See Folkhögskolespåret [Folk High School Track] Swedish 

National Agency for Education (2016). 

 

2.5 Work 

After a short or longer period of education, the next stage is becoming established on the 

labour market. According to studies on Sweden, employment rates for unaccompanied minors 

vary across gender, country of origin, education as well as where the children are placed. 

Female unaccompanied minors establish themselves on the labour market to a lesser extent 

than boys, where time spent in Sweden is an important factor that influence employment rates 

positively. The strength of the labour market differs in different areas of the country, affecting 

the child's possibility to find work. 
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For a more detailed discussion in this area we can refer to our own work. See our reports 

including Çelikaksoy and Wadensjö (2015a, b, c, and d) and some of our articles. See 

Çelikaksoy and Wadensjö (2015e, 2015f and 2016). 

For an early study concentrating on a group of 100 unaccompanied refugee minors, see Hessle 

(2009). The results presented in this study indicate that the children establish themselves on 

the labour market after a number of years in Sweden.  

 

2.6 Health 

The migration process for children having to migrate alone is an extremely strenuous 

experience. The children who arrive have considerable strength. In this respect, they are a 

positively selected group. On the other hand, the children have generally had traumatizing and 

difficult experiences in their home country (which led to their escape), as well as during their 

struggles to reach the destination country. There is also another factor that can affect the 

health of the child. For many, changing environments is difficult. Sweden is, in many ways, 

considerably different to the countries the children have left and the demands for adaptation 

and integration can be extensive. They may also be met with discrimination and hate. See 

Hirvonen (2013) for a study of negative attitudes and actions directed towards unaccompanied 

refugee minors in Vallentuna (a municipality in Stockholm County). 

Other sources of difficulty for the unaccompanied minors can include the uncertainty and 

psychological challenges during the period until the decision is made for whether the child 

can remain in Sweden or not. For those children who have their asylum application refused 

and consequently do not receive a residence permit, the uncertainty of what is ahead is 

augmented. Furthermore, lack of clear information at each step of the asylum process as well 

as afterwards contribute to the uncertainty and psychological challenges. Clear information 

informed in an age, ethnically and educationally appropriate way to the children regarding 

their rights, options, possibilities at each step of the way would significantly contribute to the 

well-being of children. 

Ramel et al. (2015) examined the rate of hospital in-patient admissions (voluntary and 

compulsory) for psychiatric care amongst unaccompanied minors compared with other 

children in Skåne. The results showed that the admittance rate for unaccompanied minors is 

considerably higher. The majority of the unaccompanied minors admitted are still going 
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through the asylum process or have had their application rejected – i.e., they do not have a 

residence permit in Sweden and as a result they are in a very uncertain position. 

 

2.7 What is it like when the children become older? 

Unaccompanied refugee children have been arriving to Sweden since the 1990s. However in 

comparison to the number of children to arrive later on, they were relatively few. It is vital to 

follow the children until they become adults to be able to answer certain important questions 

about their integration in Sweden. What will their highest level of education be as they 

approach their thirties? How will they be able to establish themselves on the labour market in 

the short and long term? Will they remain in Sweden or will they return to their home 

countries if the situation improves there? These are some important questions to look at also 

in future research. 

 

3. Studies on the experiences in other countries11 

The second area for our overview includes studies of the experiences of other countries 

documented in research. Even though Sweden has received the most unaccompanied refugee 

children in Europe, other countries within Europe and beyond have received many 

unaccompanied refugee minors. As a result, they have experience of what happens to the 

unaccompanied refugee minors, in addition to research that evaluates and assesses different 

measures. This applies for Finland, Norway and the United Kingdom for example, but 

research, enquiries and debate from other countries are also available. We provide an 

overview and discuss the results. We group the results in two ways – after country of 

reception and the various stages of the events. This in part leads to an overlap, but we think 

that there are advantages to such a division. In the case of the country of reception, we will 

also pay attention to the unaccompanied minors who arrive for reasons other than seeking 

asylum. Many unaccompanied minors arrive in countries such as Italy, the USA and other 

ACP states12 but do not seek asylum. Their main aim is to make a living through working or 

in other ways. These children are often in very difficult situations.  

When we compare different countries, we must remember that the composition of the 

unaccompanied refugee minors differs for many reasons from country to country, hence so do 

                                                 
11 See Watters (2008) for a social anthropology-based overview. 
12 ACP states include countries in Africa, the Caribbean and Pacific. 
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the grounds for permits. Additionally, regulations and assessments vary between the 

countries. 

As stated, we will begin by discussing the experiences in different countries individually, and 

then look at the collected experiences at the different stages of the decision process, followed 

by the integration of the unaccompanied minors in the receiving societies. With a few 

exceptions, the research that is referred to is based on small scale studies, which involve 

interviews of a small number of unaccompanied minors, or on analyses of children who have 

been in contact with health care services. Sweden and Norway are almost unique in having an 

individual-based high quality data register that includes all children that have been entered 

into the population register, with details about those who arrived as unaccompanied minors. 

On the other hand, the analysis of interviews13 and surveys can map other circumstances that 

cannot be examined with the help of the registered data. Quantitative register-based surveys 

and qualitative analyses complement each other. We can learn a lot from qualitative surveys. 

 

4. The neighbouring Nordic countries 

For a number of years, the total of asylum applications made in Sweden from unaccompanied 

refugee minors has been decidedly higher than in the other Nordic countries. This has not 

always been the case. As late as 2009, the total was roughly the same in Norway and Sweden. 

During 2014, the total of applications was much higher in Sweden than in the other three 

countries (here we have examined and compared the experiences in Denmark, Finland and 

Norway). Within the Nordic countries, after Sweden, the majority of unaccompanied minors 

sought asylum in Norway and Denmark, whilst markedly fewer sought asylum in Finland. In 

2015, the number of asylum-seeking unaccompanied minors increased in all four countries, 

also in Finland. The differences between the countries may be as a result of differences in 

regulations, but also as a result of the existence of networks.  

The conditions for unaccompanied minors seeking asylum differ between the four countries.14 

For example in Finland, permanent residency has as in Sweden generally been granted, 

however temporary residency has been given to the children who receive permits on 

humanitarian grounds. In Denmark, a residence permit is typically granted for up to four years 

                                                 
13 However there are ethical problems with interview studies. They can give the interviewee hope of help that the 
interviewer cannot offer. See Vervliet et al. (2015) for a discussion of the ethical problems. 
14 We base our summary on the regulations that applied up until the autumn of 2015 and not on the changes 
implemented in the latter part of that year or in Sweden from July 20, 2016 or in the other Nordic countries. 
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(up until the maximum age of 18) with the possibility for it to be extended until they turn 18. 

Before turning 18, the child needs to submit an application for a residence permit in good time 

to be valid from this age and therefore as an adult asylum seeker. Otherwise, the child must 

leave Denmark once they reach 18. It is the same in Norway; for a number of children who 

arrived between the ages of 16 and 18, the residence permit expires when they turn 18.  

In Denmark, the child is first placed in a centre for asylum seekers. If and when the permit has 

been granted, the responsibility is transferred to a municipality that will then organise 

accommodation for the child. There are various types of this accommodation. In Norway, 

accommodation is different for children under the age of 15 and for those between 15 and 18. 

As a rule, placement has three stages, slowly aiming towards more independent 

accommodation. In Finland, the child is first placed in an asylum centre, whilst in the cases 

where asylum has been granted, the child is generally placed in a group care home. Subsidised 

housing may be an option for children aged 16 or older. 

It has been relatively easy to reunite unaccompanied refugee minors in Sweden with their 

families, but this has gradually become more difficult or impossible in the other three Nordic 

countries. Of the applications to reunite families made in Finland during 2013, only one 

application was granted whereas 156 were refused. See Björklund (2015). Sweden has now 

moved towards legislation similar to that in Finland. 

 

4.1 Denmark 

One study (Christensen, 2006) discusses the conditions for unaccompanied refugee minors in 

2006 at the sole accommodation centre in Denmark for this group of children in that year – 

Center Gribskov run by the Danish Red Cross. At the time of the study, the centre housed 26 

children. However a total of approximately 100 children had been placed there at some point 

during the year, either for short or long periods. A number of children had left, either after 

having been classified as adults and subsequently being moved to accommodation for adult 

asylum seekers, or by absconding. Three quarters of the children were boys, with the majority 

being 15, 16 or 17 years old. They had come from several countries, but the most common 

were Afghanistan and Iraq. The majority of the children who remained and completed their 

applications were refused that year. There were three types of accommodation at the centre: 

reception accommodation, a home for children and youths, and a smaller accommodation for 

a maximum of four youths. According to the author of the report, the accommodation 
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standards were high. The children were taught Danish and went to school where the majority 

of lessons were in Danish. Extra-curricular sports activities with Danish youths were 

available. 

Save the Children Denmark (2010) deals with a slightly later period in Denmark, when the 

total of unaccompanied minors had become significantly higher. The study includes 

unaccompanied refugee minors that had been placed in accommodation in five different 

municipalities. It primarily builds upon a total of 36 interviews of personnel and 

unaccompanied minors. The majority of the children had come from Afghanistan. Generally, 

the children were positive about what they had been offered, but some of the personnel 

interviewed directed criticism towards deficits in the reception. The interviews – and 

subsequently the criticism – deal to a great extent with the accommodation and the teaching. 

Another area of criticism was that the rule stating that each child must have a special 

representative had not been put into practice. 

 

4.2 Finland 

In 2008, the total of unaccompanied asylum-seeking children in Finland reached its peak with 

706 applications, compared to previous years with fewer than 100 applications per year. See 

EMN (2014). The number gradually declined and has settled at a level of between 100 and 

200 applications per year. 2014 saw a total of 196 applications. Of the applicants in 2014, 84 

per cent were boys. The largest number came from Somalia (48) and Afghanistan (47). For 

2014 in total, a decision was made for 78 asylum applications for unaccompanied minors in 

Finland (see EMN, 2015b). Of these decisions, 64 were positive. The most common reason 

for a positive decision for asylum was subsidiary protection.  

In 2015, certain legislative changes in Finland were made. Greater demands were placed on 

the migration authority to attempt to establish contact with the child's parents and in doing so, 

hoping that the child more often could be returned to the home country. The rules were also 

changed so that the placement of children under 15 in custody whilst waiting for deportation 

was forbidden. See EMN (2016). 

In 2015, the number of unaccompanied minors seeking asylum increased substantially. It 

reached 3024 minors seeking asylum according to the Finnish Immigration Service (2016). 

However, only 168 applications were fully processed in 2015 of which 112 had their 

application granted. 
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Björklund (2015) conducted an interview-based study of 13 people living in Turku that had 

arrived in Finland as unaccompanied minors – ten men and three women. At the time of the 

interviews, the majority was in their early twenties, whereas two were in their forties; they 

had all been in Finland for a number of years. Eight who had worked with unaccompanied 

refugee minors, either as social workers or administrative personnel, were also interviewed.  

Here we will draw attention to some of the results and the conclusions reached by the author. 

One result is that children are incredibly worried about the situation their family members are 

in back in their home country or elsewhere. The children feel responsibility towards their 

family members (and try to help, mainly by sending money). Another result is that the 

unaccompanied minors find it difficult to make Finnish friends – those to have made such 

friends were mainly some of the boys who had Finnish girlfriends. Emphasis was placed on 

how they had great trouble learning Finnish and as a result, found difficulties assimilating into 

education and eventually finding a job. Another thing emphasised in the interviews were the 

difficulties faced after turning 18 when different types of support were withdrawn or reduced. 

Another problem that was mentioned was how the asylum centres and group foster homes 

were placed in different parts of the country. It was therefore difficult for the children to keep 

in contact with the friends they had made at the asylum centre upon arriving in Finland once 

they had been moved to a group foster home. EMN (2014) also emphasise the importance of 

avoiding re-housing and how being placed directly into a group foster home should be the 

aim. 

 

4.3 Norway 

Norway received a peak of unaccompanied asylum seeking children in 2009. At that time, the 

number seeking asylum was roughly the same size as in Sweden. However in the years after 

2009, the number of unaccompanied minors dropped. Explanations contributing to this might 

be that the Norwegian authorities clearly expressed that they would start following the Dublin 

Convention and that the residence permits granted to children on humanitarian grounds would 

only be temporary and expire when the children turned 18. See Stabell Wiggen (2014). But as 

in most other European countries the number of the asylum seeking minors increased very 

much in 2015. 

Like Sweden, Norway has a good comprehensive register from which it is possible to follow 

children who arrived as unaccompanied refugees over the years. In one study (Stabell 
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Wiggen, 2014), the refugee children who arrived in the period from 1996 until the end of 

2011 were followed (resident in Norway 01/01/2012).15 The children followed were those to 

be granted permission to stay and who had not left Norway or died. There were 4,783 people 

in total. The majority of the children came from Afghanistan. Other countries of origin 

included Somalia, Iraq, Sri Lanka, Ethiopia and Eritrea. With the exception of Sri Lanka, 

these are the same countries from where many of the children came to Sweden. 

Approximately 80 per cent of the children included in the study were men. The number of 

men dominates amongst those who are from Afghanistan and Iraq, whereas the gender 

distribution amongst those to come from African countries is almost even. More surprisingly 

perhaps was that over half were aged 16 or younger. A large number of the unaccompanied 

minors live in the Oslo municipality, considerably more than the number to originally be 

placed there. In other words, many of the children have moved to Oslo. Other larger cities 

have also received additional net contributions. Half moved from their original municipality 

of residence during the period of the study. The migration pattern is reminiscent of Sweden. 

The study pays particular attention to the activities of those who arrived as unaccompanied 

refugee children and who, in 2011 were aged between 18 and 29. Comparisons are then made 

to other groups of the same age. They find that more than two thirds (71 per cent) of those 

who arrived as unaccompanied minors are in work and/or studying. This is lower than for the 

total population of the same age. Unemployment is higher amongst the unaccompanied 

minors and many receive different forms of income transfers. Women are more often in 

education than men and are at home with the children considerably more often. The rates of 

employment are significantly higher amongst those who have been in Norway for a longer 

period of time than those who have only been there for a short while. There are substantial 

differences amongst the number of employed between those from different countries. People 

from Sri Lanka have the highest employment rates, approximately the same as for the entire 

population. Employment rates are significantly higher for those living in Oslo, compared to 

those living in other municipalities.16 There is a clear over-representation of those in 

employment who arrived as unaccompanied minors in the catering industry, compared to the 

rest of the Norwegian population of the same age. When compared to the rest of the 
                                                 
15 See Aalandslid and Walstad Enes (2012) for an earlier study. A brief follow-up study that covers an additional 
two years is available, see Stabell Wiggen (2016). For the areas where the results are presented in the most 
recent, shorter report, the results are fundamentally the same as those presented in Stabell Wiggen (2014). 
16 One shortcoming of the study is that the variables are treated one-by-one and so no consideration is taken to 
the covariance between different explanatory variables. A higher portion of those from Sri Lanka live in Oslo 
than is the case for those from other countries. Is this high level of employment amongst those from Sri Lanka 
partly or entirely due to the fact that they live in Oslo? 
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population of the same age, the unaccompanied minors' incomes are low, with a larger part of 

the income coming from income transfers. However this number decreases with the number 

of years spent living in Norway. There are large differences based on the country of birth. 

Work-based income is relatively high for those from Sri Lanka and relatively low for those 

who come from Eritrea and Somalia. See also Dalgard (2016), who reports positive results 

regarding the integration of minors from Afghanistan. 

In another study based on Norwegian registry data, Haugen and Dyrhaug (2014) present the 

child welfare measures taken in 2011 (and with a comparison 2007) for unaccompanied 

refugee minors who were granted residence permits. The majority was covered by 

arrangements for accommodation placements and help with their housing, but many also 

received other types of help, such as financial support and help with activities in their free 

time. 

A Norwegian questionnaire-based study (Oppedal and Idsoe, 2015) included a total of 948 

people who arrived as unaccompanied minors. Those who responded to the questionnaire 

were on average aged 18.6 at the time of the study and had lived in Norway for an average of 

3.5 years. They completed a questionnaire about psychological well-being (post-traumatic 

stress and symptoms of depression) and the types of support they had received in Norway 

(from their family, Norwegian friends and friends with the same ethnic background), their 

cultural competence (in their home country and Norway) and if they had felt discriminated 

against. It was not surprising to see that ethnic competence as well as cultural competence 

about the host country led to a lower frequency of symptoms of depression, whilst 

discrimination and post-traumatic stress co-varied with a higher frequency of symptoms of 

depression. The results highlight the importance of the unaccompanied minors being given a 

social context, both with those who belong to the same ethnic group and those who belong to 

the majority group in the new country, as well as combating discrimination. 

Another Norwegian study (Svendsen et al., 2008) examined how the housing issue was 

managed in two Norwegian municipalities – one municipality with a large population, 

Trondheim and another municipality with a smaller population, Levanger. The study 

interviewed civil servants within the municipalities and 25 unaccompanied refugee minors. 

The way the children's accommodation was organised was markedly different in the two 

municipalities. In the smaller municipality, one authority takes care of all aspects of the 

refugee children's integration. In the larger municipality, the tasks are divided so just one 

authority is responsible for housing, whilst other authorities are responsible for other parts of 
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the integration. There is a temporal (and age-based) course to the accommodation placement. 

The housing career begins in institutional housing and then progresses to an 

“utslussningslägenhet” – a form of accommodation where the youths are able to “practise” 

day-to-day tasks and develop independence, but still have groups and resources to turn to. 

Eventually, progression is made to a private apartment combined with follow-ups. The 

authors stress that the unaccompanied minors have often had a period of independence when 

they arrive in Norway, but after they have arrived, they receive a period of dependence. It is 

important to combine independence and support. Here, accommodation plays an important 

role. 

 

5. European countries outside of the Nordic region 

Sweden is as mentioned the country to have taken in the most unaccompanied refugee minors 

in Europe over a number of years. Nevertheless, there are other countries that have received – 

or receive – a substantial number of children seeking asylum. We will in this section discuss 

the experiences of some European countries other than the Nordic countries. 

 

5.1 United Kingdom 

If we go back less than a decade, the United Kingdom was the country that took in the most 

unaccompanied refugee minors in Europe.17 This is no longer the case. For a number of years 

now, the United Kingdom has had a restrictive refugee policy. Furthermore, the exiting of the 

UK from the EU will also have consequences for this group. 

Wilding and Dembour (2015) build their study upon interviews with eleven people who 

arrived as unaccompanied refugee minors (all of them boys) and 17 people (with different 

expertise) who have worked with unaccompanied refugee minors in England18. They see a 

number of problems and focus on a few of them. The first problem is that the asylum process 

takes a long time and is often conducted in a manner that does not show much respect to the 

child. The second problem is the concentration of the children into a limited number of 

administrative areas. There are 150 of such areas in England, with seven of them taking in 43 

per cent of the children. These areas often do not have enough personnel to be able to cope 

                                                 
17 If we go back to 2000 and 2001, the Netherlands was the country that took in the most unaccompanied refugee 
minors in Europe. See Ryan (2014). 
18 The study refers to England. Policy differs between England, Northern Ireland, Scotland and Wales – the four 
regions of the United Kingdom. 
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with the work in a satisfactory way. The third point of criticism is that there is no equivalent 

to the Swedish guardianship and appointed custodian system and therefore they suggest that 

the conditions for such a system be investigated. 

 

5.2 Germany 

After Sweden, Germany is the country to have received the greatest number of asylum 

applications from unaccompanied minors in Europe in the years leading up to 2016. It is 

therefore easy to draw comparisons with Sweden. However, compared to Sweden, Germany 

does not register the same type of details that make it possible to follow the children over a 

long period of time. Nevertheless there are a number of different kinds of studies and types of 

registered information about the children that relate to the period in which they are seeking 

asylum. The initial stage and a very important stage is the identification of unaccompanied 

minors as such by the border authorities since underage migrants without parents are subject 

to particular regulations. This step is a very important step in each country. In Germany, once 

identified, they will typically be handed over to a Youth Welfare Office, which has to take the 

minor into care, appoint a legal guardian and arrange accommodation. Afterwards that the 

process starts, where the individual needs are identified, such as locating the relatives of the 

child, assessing whether application for asylum is a reasonable way forward, where this 

procedure is applied differently across the 16 German Federal States with regards to length 

and quality (Parusel, 2009). 

A survey of the development until 2014, Müller (2014), shows that an increasing number of 

unaccompanied refugee minors has sought asylum in Germany. Most of all, there has been an 

increase in the number of children arriving aged 16 or 17. The majority of the unaccompanied 

minors are boys. This applies in particular to the older children. The majority of children 

come from Afghanistan, however a considerable number come from Somalia, Iraq, Syria and 

Eritrea. Approximately only half receive permission to stay. Girls are allowed to stay more 

often than boys. The number who may remain is high for those from Syria, Eritrea, 

Afghanistan and Somalia. However, it is very low for those from countries such as Egypt, 

Russia and Serbia. Up until 2011, the number from Syria to be granted permission to stay was 

very low. It then became very high after the start of the Syrian civil war. The children who 

apply for asylum may study, but only those who have received permission to stay may be 

gainfully employed. However, there is another new law in place which allows unaccompanied 

minors to stay on after leaving care if they are still under education, vocational training, etc. 
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In addition, if they have successfully entered the labour market they can receive a permit to 

stay even though they are not recognised as refugees. 

Germany has 16 federal states, with various policy formations for unaccompanied refugee 

minors. Until November, 2015 the unaccompanied minors were handed over to the Youth and 

Welfare Office of the municipality in which they have arrived. This led to huge regional 

distinctions. Since November, 2015 the unaccompanied minors are distributed within all 641 

municipalities in Germany equally (part of the clearing process starts already at the Youth and 

Welfare Office where they arrive). The distribution is a huge challenge to all the Youth and 

Welfare Offices that have never dealt with unaccompanied minors. The very important 

question still remains whether this procedure is in the best interest of the child although it is in 

the best interest of the municipalities to distribute the costs. In general, each state distributes 

the children who arrive amongst the state municipalities. The municipalities are to provide 

care, accommodation, language tuition and schooling, as well as appoint a legal representative 

for the child. The municipalities have one unit that ensures that all of this is done. All children 

have the right to attend school, regardless of whether they are asylum seekers or have 

received a residence permit. However, there are certain differences for both the groups of 

children regarding the right to vocational education outside of school – the asylum seekers do 

not have the right to participate in such education (apprenticeship based). It can be difficult to 

participate in the apprenticeship based education, even for the children who have residence 

permits due to lack of knowledge of the German language. See Niemeyer (2015). 

 

5.3 Other European countries 

Many other countries in Europe have received asylum applications from unaccompanied 

minors and have granted some of them with permits to stay. Here we will briefly touch upon 

experiences from some of these countries. 

Austria is one of the countries in Europe to receive the most asylum seeking children. As in 

other western European countries, the largest group of unaccompanied minors comes from 

Afghanistan and mainly consists of boys aged between 14 and 17. See Kopparberg (2014). As 

in other countries, Austria has rules for establishing the children's ages. In 2013, 15.8 per cent 

of them were judged to be at least 18 years old and therefore not children in the eyes of the 

law.  
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It is difficult to judge the situation for the unaccompanied minors who receive asylum in 

Austria, as the responsibility is divided between different authorities on central and local 

levels and there is no comprehensive statistics system. One problem highlighted is that many 

children abscond from the accommodation where they have been placed whilst the 

investigations are taking place to see if they will be granted asylum. It is most likely that they 

leave Austria to go to another country in Western Europe, a country where they have relatives 

or friends. 

Italy receives quite a number of unaccompanied refugee minors and the number has increased 

over recent years. Many arrive from nearby countries such as Albania and Kosovo, but many 

also come from the same countries as the children who arrive in other countries in Western 

Europe. However, many unaccompanied minors came to Italy and do not seek asylum. These 

children are often referred to as “undocumented immigrants”. It is not the case that they lack 

“documentation”, rather they do not have the necessary documents to have permission to stay 

in the country. There is a lack of statistics in this area, but those that are available indicate that 

there are considerably more children belonging to this group in Italy than in other European 

countries. 

A study by Andersson and Petrov (2015) looking at the reception of unaccompanied minors in 

a reception centre in Genoa points in particular to the importance of the work from social 

workers – the unaccompanied minors view them as a part of their family. The study builds 

upon interviews with some of the social workers and unaccompanied minors. The interviews 

indicate that the lack of special processes for these children within the school system has both 

disadvantages (language difficulties in school) and advantages (more contact with Italian 

children). 

Unaccompanied asylum seeking children also arrive in central and eastern Europe and in 

countries included in the EU Eastern Partnership. With the exception of Hungary, where are 

few or very few. See International Organization for Migration (IOM) (2015). There is a 

difference in composition in terms of where unaccompanied minors originate from compared 

to Western Europe, in that relatively many children come from Vietnam. It must however be 

emphasised that this number is low. 

 



26 
 

6. Countries outside of Europe 

Many countries outside of Europe have received – and receive – unaccompanied minors. We 

will discuss some of these countries in more detail and then briefly summarise the experiences 

from some other countries. 

 

6.1 Turkey 

Since 2009, there has been a dramatic increase in the number of refugees seeking asylum in 

Turkey. In 2012, the majority of applications came from refugees from Iraq, Iran, Somalia 

and Afghanistan (FRR 2012; UNHCR, 2012). Even since 2007 the number of unaccompanied 

refugee minors has increased. The group is composed of mainly irregular migrants.  The 

unaccompanied minors arrive predominantly without documentation that can confirm their 

identity (Atasu Topcuolu, 2012). To an extent, Turkey is a transit country for unaccompanied 

minors on their way to other places in Europe, however others seek asylum in Turkey. 

Unaccompanied minors are one of the groups to be classified as “persons with specific 

needs”, for whom the Ministry of Family and Social Policies is responsible. The Ministry is 

tasked with placing these individuals in centres for children, women's refuges or other suitable 

places. If a person is identified and registered as having “specific needs”, the person has 

access to extra protective measures and they have prioritised access to different services such 

as psycho-social help, rehabilitation and other support. Turkey has joined the Convention on 

the Rights of the Child, and there are domestic protection norms for children which are 

generally in accordance with international undertakings. 

Unaccompanied minors primarily arrive from regions where there is on-going armed conflict, 

considerable unrest or risk of famine. To a lesser extent, they come from other neighbouring 

states such as Bulgaria and Chechnya, from where Turkey has previously received refugees or 

from countries from which immigration takes place – Georgia and Azerbaijan. A small 

qualitative study suggests that the main reasons for the migration of unaccompanied minors 

are political opposition and violence. Survival and being able to live normal lives are two of 

the children's most important incentives for fleeing. Their destination country of choice often 

depends on networks with previous migrants in their family, the child's and the family's 

financial resources and the smugglers' possibilities and networks. The majority of the 

unaccompanied minors are smuggled into the country (Atasu Topcuoglu, 2012).  
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Since conflict began in March 2011, the number of refugees from Syria to arrive in Turkey 

has increased considerably. There are now 3.1 million Syrian refugees in Turkey, making 

Turkey the host country with the largest refugee population in the world. More than half of 

these refugees are under 18 (UNHCR, 2016a). This figure applies to those who registered 

when they arrived in the country. There are many important issues dealing with the 

vulnerability of child refugees, regardless of whether they are unaccompanied or followed 

their parents (Erden and Gurdil, 2009; Özpolat-Olgun and Yuksel, 2001). Nevertheless, the 

situation for unaccompanied minors is even more difficult and requires special attention.  

In Turkey, primary education is compulsory for all children regardless of their legal status and 

consists of primary and secondary school. Almost all children of school age in the 25 Turkish 

refugee camps attend school, but only a very small portion of refugee children living in the 

cities do. It is difficult for the authorities to locate the children that do not go to school in the 

cities where indeed many of the refugees live. The challenges in relation to education of those 

living outside the camps have started to receive more attention with the increasing numbers. 

However, real attention to the issue began only in September 2013 with the initiation of 

decisions directed to education of this group (Seydi, 2014). Education is provided mainly in 

the children’s native language, where language courses in Turkish are also provided but are 

not compulsory. When it comes to the youth, all Syrian youth with a high school degree or 

those who had to stop their university studies before graduating are given the right to continue 

their studies in universities in Turkey without tuition or any further examinations; although 

for students from Turkey there are central university exams to be able to enter universities as 

well as tuition fees. 

Even before the civil war broke out in 2011, schools in Syrian cities were struggling to 

manage the social and economic changes. There had already been comprehensive internal 

migration problems due to drought that had serious impact on the children's schooling. 

Therefore many of the children to have arrived from Syria had missed several years of school, 

partly due to the civil war and partly as a result of changes that had taken place beforehand. 

This made it difficult for many children to successfully complete their studies as per the 

school curriculum in a new country (Cochran, 2014). Providing education for refugee children 

is a great challenge faced by Turkey for many reasons and for several years to come. 
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6.2 USA19 

Unaccompanied refugee minors are no new phenomenon for the US – there is a long history 

from the Second World War onwards. See Steinbock (1989) for a comprehensive breakdown 

of both the legislation and number of unaccompanied refugee minors that have arrived in the 

US in different periods up until the end of the 1980s. During the Second World War and the 

years following, many children arrived from Europe. A number of children from the United 

Kingdom were placed in the US for the same reasons children from Finland were placed in 

Sweden at that time. More recently, unaccompanied refugee minors arrived from countries 

such as Hungary, Cuba and Vietnam, relating to events in these countries.  

For a number of years, many unaccompanied minors have come to the US from different 

countries within Latin America. According to details from US border checks, 63,000 

unaccompanied minors arrived during the period of 1 October 2013 to 31 July 2014.20 See 

Renwick (2014). In this period, three quarters came from three Central American countries, 

namely Guatemala, Honduras and El Salvador. These three countries are often referred to as 

“the Northern Triangle”. Alongside Belize, these are the most northern countries in Central 

America. Migration from these three countries has dominated the influx over recent years. 

Before then, the majority of unaccompanied minors came from Mexico. Only a few 

unaccompanied minors came from other countries in Central or South America.  

The total of unaccompanied minors from the Northern Triangle reached its peak in the middle 

of 2014 and has since decreased. An important part of the explanation for this decrease was 

Mexico's strengthened border surveillance of the countries to the south. However in 2015, the 

number of unaccompanied minors from these countries increased once more, but did not 

reach the same levels as in the middle of 2014. Increasing numbers of unaccompanied minors 

from these three countries also seek asylum in Mexico or other countries in Central America, 

such as Costa Rica, Nicaragua, Panama and Belize. See Rosenblum and Ball (2016). 

The majority of these children from Central America arrive in one US state – Texas. Most of 

them are teenage boys, but some are even younger. The reasons behind the children turning to 

the USA primarily include violence in their home countries21, unemployment, poverty and the 

wish to be reunited with relatives already living there. For the children, the route through 
                                                 
19 In this section, we build upon Stinchcomb and Hershberg (2014). See Rietig (2015) for a comparison of the 
scope and composition of immigration of unaccompanied minors in the USA and Europe. For a comparison of 
US and EU policy for unaccompanied minors, see Levinson (2011). 
20 The total number of arrivals is even bigger as many are not caught in border checks. 
21 The total number of murders per capita is very high in Guatemala, Honduras and El Salvador and significantly 
higher than in Costa Rica and Nicaragua for example, two other Central American countries.  
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Mexico is incredibly dangerous. Many girls (more than three quarters) are subjected to sexual 

violence. Kidnappings, trafficking and disappearances are also common. Unaccompanied 

minors arriving in the USA from Mexico or Canada are returned immediately, whereas those 

from the three Central American republics have the right to have their cases considered. 

Generally, these considerations take a very long time – on average almost three years. The 

majority lives in this period with relatives or other sponsors in different parts of the USA. 

They have the right to attend school, but few others. The greater portion of these children 

spend their time living in the states where there are already many people from their three 

countries – mainly Texas, California, New York, Florida, Virginia and New Jersey. See 

Pierce (2015). Only a minority are given permission to remain in the USA. The number to be 

granted residence permits of those to arrive varies somewhat between the different years and 

depending on the three countries of origin – however only at an interval of between 10 and 14 

per cent. The number to be granted permits is considerably higher amongst those who have a 

legal representative than those who do not. Nevertheless, most of them who are refused a 

permit remain in the USA and live there illegally; see Pierce (2015) and Rosenblum (2015).  

Unaccompanied refugee minors come to the USA from other countries than the three in 

Central America. The number of studies of those migrants is rather few.  

Porte and Torney-Purta (1987) compare the wellbeing of Indochinese unaccompanied minors 

in the US. They find that that those were resettled in ethnic foster families were significantly 

less depressed and had higher grade-point averages than those placed in foster care with 

Caucasian families or in group homes.  

Geltman et al. (2005) builds interviews in 2002 of a sample of 476 Sudanese minors in 

refugee foster care who arrived in the US in 2000 and 2001. The children showed generally 

high functional outcome but an important subset exhibited clinical and psychosocial 

problems. Most of the children functioned well in school and activities outside home, but 

problems appeared in their home lives.  

Carlson et al. (2012) provide an overview of some studies and also include an interview with 

an unaccompanied boy from Sudan. In their article they stress that many unaccompanied 

minors are in vulnerable situations, but they also have a strength that is dependent upon both 

individual factors – such as support from relatives already living in the country – and support 

from society. 
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6.3 Other non-European countries 

There are many other countries outside of Europe that receive unaccompanied refugee minors. 

Here we will briefly touch upon experiences from some of these countries. 

Between 2008 and 2012, Australia received 1,832 asylum seeking unaccompanied minors 

who had arrived by refugee boat.22 In 2013–2014, Nardone and Correa-Velez (2015) 

conducted interviews with 17 young men who arrived in Australia as unaccompanied refugee 

minors between 2009 and 2013. On arrival, they were on average 16 years old. Of the 17, 15 

had originally come from Afghanistan but the majority of them had been living in Iran or 

Pakistan for a while, often there as refugees together with other family members. The main 

interview subjects included the conditions in their home country and in the country where 

they first fled, which had led them to flee to Australia and the journey to Australia and, 

amongst other things, the role the people smugglers had in it. Traumatic events characterised 

both of these escapes, but the reception in Australia was often also thought of as difficult. The 

interviews give the impression that strong individuals managed to succeed with the escape 

(those who did not were of course not interviewed). 

Refugees who come to Australia are regularly placed in immigration detention facilities for 

long periods whilst waiting for a decision. Zwi and Mares (2015) have studied 

unaccompanied minors in such facilities. They show that the child's psychological health 

tends to deteriorate during the period they are there. There are substantial differences in 

access to health care and welfare for different groups of unaccompanied minors in Australia. 

See Davidson et al. (2004). The worst possibilities are for the children who have not (yet) 

received residence permits or have had their asylum application refused. 

In Canada, unaccompanied minors first began to be noticed in 1999, when arriving from 

China to British Columbia by refugee boat. They sought asylum, but many disappeared (the 

majority most probably to the US) before their applications had been processed. Others 

disappeared after their asylum applications had been refused. This occurred despite the fact 

the conditions for reception were deemed satisfactory. One assessment that was made was 

that many of the children had been sent to Canada by their parents, with help from people 

smugglers. The aim was for them to then travel to the US to work on the black market and 
                                                 
22 Current Australian policy states that no refugees to have come by refugee boats may be given permission to 
stay in the country. Now there are fewer than 1,500 of such refugees in centres on two islands outside of 
Australia, Manus Island (Papua New Guinea) and Nauru. The Australian government is negotiating with three 
countries – the Philippines, Indonesia and Malaysia – to have them receive these refugees. New Zealand has 
offered to take in 150 of the refugees, but Australia has rejected the offer, saying that such a transfer would lead 
to more refugees turning to Australia. See Hartcher (2016). 
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that there, they were in a very vulnerable position. See Kumin and Chaikel (2002). An 

interview-based study conducted with 13 unaccompanied minors and ten social workers in the 

Québec province highlighted problems in two areas: the decision process is long and it lacks 

the resources adapted to the special needs of the children. See Montgomery (2002). 

There is comprehensive migration of unaccompanied minors who move to find work and 

receive an income. Such migration takes place both within and between countries. The total 

number may be as high as ten million children. See an overview article by Edmonds and 

Shresta (2013) in which they discuss the migration of children in East Asia, from and within 

countries such as Bangladesh, the Philippines and Nepal. The children often work within 

households, down mines and in agriculture, but several also become street children with 

neither work nor accommodation. For details about the migration of children in ACP states 

(countries in Africa, the Caribbean and Pacific), see ACP Observatory on Migration (2013). 

 

7. Experiences from other countries than Sweden; Different phases in the migration cycle 

Here, we summarise a number of the experiences from the different countries, by discussing 

the different stages in the decision making and integration processes. We also discuss whether 

the experiences can be applied in a Swedish context. 

 

7.1 Asylum Examination (including the issue of determining age) 

The introductory phase is the period when the decision is made whether the unaccompanied 

minor will be granted asylum or not. Here, an assessment is made on aspects such as the 

child's age and whether they have sufficient grounds to be granted asylum. 23 

Many of the children who arrive and seek asylum do not have any documentation or do not 

have documentation that clearly states their age. The child's age is established partly through 

the types of information provided by the child and interviews, but also with help from 

different forms of medical examinations. One much debated method uses x-ray examinations 

of the child's teeth and parts of their skeleton. The policy differs from country to country. 

Using x-rays to help establish age is forbidden in England24 but is permitted in countries 

including France, Slovenia and Austria in certain cases. See Sedmak et al. (2015) for a 

                                                 
23 For an overview of the process in 19 EU countries, see European Migration Network (2015c). 
24 And also in Ireland. See European Migration Network (2015b). 
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comparison of the policies in these four countries. It is permitted in the Nordic countries 

provided that certain conditions are fulfilled.  

Establishing age is important for the child on several grounds. The first is, of course, if the 

child is a child in the eyes of the law – i.e., under the age of 18. If the child has turned 18, 

they can also apply for asylum, but must apply as an adult. The requirements for being 

granted asylum can differ between adult and child asylum seekers as can the conditions that 

apply to different forms of support available after being granted asylum.  

Even if the child is judged to be less than 18 years old and is given permission to remain in 

the country, the determined age is often significant to the unaccompanied minor. In certain 

cases, it may be advantageous to be assessed as being younger than being older; for example 

being judged as 16 instead of 17. There is an advantage for the child to have several years 

remaining before they turn 18. At 18, the child is viewed as an adult in the eyes of the law and 

the regulations change. In a number of countries, the residence permit expires when they turn 

18 and the child must apply for a new permit in good time before they turn 18 (thus as an 

adult asylum seeker). In the Nordic countries, this applies for unaccompanied minors in 

Denmark and Norway, whereas in Finland and Sweden, the permit is extended without a new 

application. Accommodation placement, the economic support available to the child and the 

municipality responsible for the child are other aspects that changes in the different reception 

countries when the child turns 18. See European Migration Network (2015a) and EMN (2015) 

for a short version of the rules for support that apply for the unaccompanied minors that turn 

18. In some countries, the special support ends at this age, whereas in the other countries, it 

continues until the child becomes older (until they turn 20, 21 or 25).  

One study of Afghan unaccompanied minors in the United Kingdom (Robinson and Williams, 

2015) shows the problems these children face when they turn 18 and no longer have the right 

to remain in the country – and must be prepared to leave – when they become adult in the 

eyes of the law.  

The age that is established can also be significant for the younger children. In a number of 

countries there are age limits – e.g. 15 years – for the type of accommodation placement the 

child may have and the forms of economic support from the state to the local regions. 

However attention must be drawn to the fact that it may not always be advantageous to be 

assigned a lower age than is correct. For example, the level at which they are placed in school 

may be too low. 
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In a comparison of different EU countries (European Migration Network, 2015a), Belgium is 

hailed as the country with the system that shows the most respect to the child's rights when 

they are determining the age. If there is uncertainty surrounding a child's age, three different 

types of x-ray examinations are conducted. The results of the test returning the lowest age 

then forms the basis of the evaluation. Based on the expected values of this test, a standard 

deviation is then calculated (no test can provide an exact estimation). This then becomes the 

assigned age, unless the child has stated they are older. It does not mean that efforts should be 

made to achieve this. On the contrary, it means that the systems in other countries are even 

more restrictive. In some countries, participation in x-ray examinations may formally be 

voluntary, however at the same time it may mean that the child then becomes classified as an 

adult if they refuse to be tested (in practice, volunteering may be incongruous). 

An important part of the introductory phase is to determine the child's situation in the country 

from where they came. Is it so severe that it forms a substantial basis for the child being 

granted a permit, or is the child to be returned to their home country? The evidence – which 

essentially is the only evidence available – is interviews with the children seeking asylum. 

These are difficult to conduct, and should comprise repeated interviews. There are methods 

and manuals for how these types of interviews should be conducted. See Given Wilson and 

Gyulai (2015). 

A third part of the introductory phase is to ensure that a person or authority is appointed to 

take care of the child's interests. There are almost as many different models for this as there 

are countries within the EU. See European Migration Network (2015d). This is important – 

perhaps especially as the unaccompanied minors often have problems with trust – considering 

what they have been through and that they do not know the society in which they have 

arrived. See Nί Raghallaigh, (2013). For an interview study of people in Flanders who have 

been appointed to represent and help unaccompanied minors (i.e., the equivalent of the 

appointed guardians in Sweden), see De Graeve, (2015). The study indicates that the people 

who have taken up such a task are often highly involved with helping the children they 

represent. 

One particular problem is that very often, those who are guardians/trustees/contact persons do 

not speak the same language as the child and so an interpreter must be used. This can lead to 

problems, especially when the interpreter lacks sufficient skills. They may omit things the 

child says or change their meaning. See Kjelaas and Eide (2015), who present the results from 

a study of interpreting during interviews of unaccompanied minors that emphasise the 
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importance of enlisting qualified interpreters in Norway, and Keselman et al. (2010a, 2010b) 

for a similar study of interpretation for refugee minors in in Sweden with the same types of 

serious mistakes. An alternative solution is, of course, appointing guardians/trustees/contact 

persons who speak the same language as the child when possible. 

 

7.2 Accommodation placement 

A common result in many of the international studies is that accommodation placement is 

critical for the integration and well-being of the children. It differs significantly between the 

various countries. Most of all, this applies to the introductory phase where there may be 

anything from detention centres to forms of housing that are distinctively more integrated into 

the community. One aspect that is highlighted in a number of the studies, are the problems 

that children may face when being transferred between the different forms of accommodation. 

Those who are responsible for the accommodation and the various contact persons linked to it 

are often believed to be very important to the child – as “acting parents”. The people who live 

with the children are also important. Are they from the same country and the same (ethnic, 

religious, political) groups? 

 

7.3 Education 

Most unaccompanied refugee minors arrive when they are of school age. The majority of 

them are of an age that – for the majority of the other children in the country – would involve 

upper-secondary school studies. The unaccompanied minors may be at this level, but in many 

cases, they may also be at lower or much lower levels. In a number of cases, they come from 

countries (home country or transit country) where they have received inadequate teaching. In 

such cases, this means that they need to begin at a lower level than would correspond to their 

age. It is important for the children to be placed at the right levels. However this often means 

that they complete the level of education at a higher age than those who were born in the 

country. Generally – but not always – the unaccompanied minors receive tuition in the 

language of the host country.  

Research indicates that children benefit from teaching in their mother tongue, while they are 

studying the host country language at the same time. Teaching is done more effectively and 

efficiently when it is taught in the language that the child has a good cognitive understanding. 

When the child arrive aged 15–17 education in a second language, where the child has lower 
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proficiency, does not allow the child to continue education at its level of knowledge and 

cognitive understanding. Thus, research indicates that simultaneous education in both 

languages has positive effects to all learning since it activates the brain and the learning 

process in a different way (Eriksson, 2002). Preparatory classes might take up to several 

years. The individual assessments of the newly arrived in relation to level of knowledge and 

interest are also seldom done partly due to the strong focus on the host country language in 

the school system, something that has consequences for several aspects of the schooling of 

new arrivers  (Brendler-Lindquist and Hjern, 2010). Different types of preparatory tuition 

may be available for this group. One potential disadvantage of such preparatory teaching is 

that they do not meet with non-refugees of the same age and so it could take longer for them 

to become integrated into society. However, there are several invisible barriers immigrants 

usually face with regard to forming friendships, intimate relationships with the majority group 

(Çelikaksoy, 2016). Thus, having international friends and being in an international 

environment, where the host country language is the common language is also a way of 

integration. 

 

7.4 Work 

We have only found studies that examine the situation for unaccompanied refugee minors 

establishing themselves on the labour market for Sweden and Norway. One explanation for 

this is that this comprehensive immigration of unaccompanied refugee minors is a relatively 

new phenomenon in many countries and therefore few have reached the age at which people 

commonly establish themselves on the labour market. Instead, the studies discuss the 

introductory phase, hence predominantly the children's health and also their accommodation. 

Another explanation is that outside of the Nordic countries, there is no data register with 

details about the unaccompanied minors. The studies therefore focus upon the periods the 

children are still children (i.e., under 18) when it is easier for the researchers to establish 

contact via their accommodation, municipalities or other institutions that have regular contact 

with the children. 

The Norwegian studies note the same things as our studies focusing on Sweden.25 The 

unaccompanied refugee children have lower levels of employment than the remainder of the 

Norwegian population and their incomes are lower. Levels of employment increase alongside 

                                                 
25 See Çelikaksoy and Wadensjö (2015a, b, c and d) for results from our study. 
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the number of years spent in Norway. Often, there are more boys in employment than girls. 

The unaccompanied minors are overrepresented within all professions in the service sector.  

Levels of employment are higher amongst those living in Oslo – where Norway's labour 

market is strongest – than in other parts of the country. The results are similar to those for 

Sweden; the level of employment is higher in Stockholm. There are as in Sweden also clear 

differences in the share of minors in employment based upon the country from which they 

have arrived. 

For the experiences in England regarding the transition to the labour market, see a survey by 

Wade (2011). The survey mainly covers qualitative studies. 

 

7.5 Health26 

The health of the unaccompanied minors is the issue that is most often discussed in research 

concerning this group. First and foremost it deals with their psychological health. Here, we 

can only present a small portion of the many results from this research.  

There are researchers who believe that there is an overemphasis on this matter. See 

Summerfield (1999). In an overview of the research about unaccompanied minors, Wernesjö 

(2011) expresses that too much emphasis is placed on the health problems they face as a 

consequence of traumatic experiences. She believes that the factors that appear to safeguard 

the child and their environment should also be highlighted. Many of the children show high 

competence in various respects. 

There are many factors that can influence the psychological health of unaccompanied 

minors.27 To begin with, the experiences in the home country that have led to their escape; 

Secondly, the other experiences during the escape; Thirdly, the uncertainty faced after arrival 

that surrounds whether the residence permit will be granted or not; Finally, the environment in 

the receiving country is unfamiliar when compared to that of their home country, and they can 

also encounter different types of discrimination. These factors can subsequently be divided 

into different subcomponents. See Fazel and Stein (2002) for such an analysis with the focus 

on examples taken from the United Kingdom.  On the other hand, the weakest children are not 

                                                 
26 We do not include studies that discuss the health of children when they arrive together with their parents and 
receive asylum at the same time. For such studies, see e.g., Nielsen et al. (2008) and Montgomery (2010) 
regarding the situation in Denmark and Aronsson et al. (2009) for Sweden. 
27 For a survey see Fazel et al. (2012). 
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those to successfully complete a complicated, often dangerous escape. Not all of them have 

health problems. 

One study conducted shortly after the arrival of a number of unaccompanied minors in 

Norway (204 children) and Belgium (103 children) suggests that many of them have post 

traumatic stress or depression. See Vervliet et al. (2014). This indicates that the children need 

support as soon as they arrive and also that follow ups are made to see what is happening later 

on during their stay in the new country. 

Eide and Hjern (2013) provide an overview of studies from a few western countries that 

suggest that the problems that were present upon arrival decrease over time and the 

unaccompanied minors – for example, in Norway – achieve the same results in education and 

on the labour market as other children in Norway with foreign backgrounds. 

Nevertheless, many studies point out that the children's mental health problems are long-

lasting – almost two years; see Bean et al. (2007), Jensen et al. (2014) and Vervliet et al. 

(2014) who report studies regarding the Netherlands, Norway and Belgium respectively. 

Manhica et al. (in press) point towards the importance of cultural competence within 

psychiatry, in order to better understand the difficulties faced by the children and provide 

them with the relevant care.  

A study of 32 boys – 18 unaccompanied and 14 other refugees – granted asylum in southern 

Germany showed that post-traumatic stress as well as feelings of guilt and shame was more 

common amongst the unaccompanied minors than those who had arrived with their parents. 

See Stotz et al. (2015).  

The Danish Refugee Council (2011) presents a survey of studies of different types of 

treatment for various mental health problems amongst refugee children and young people. 

Only one of 44 studies thoroughly presented in the overview purely deals with 

unaccompanied refugee children (that study discusses the conditions for a number of 

Sudanese children who have arrived in the US). 

 

8. Concluding analysis 

Here, we present a concluding analysis based on our survey. With help from this analysis, we 

have tried to point to the conclusions that can be drawn from the investigations and studies we 

present. They are predominantly qualitative. Is it possible to see which types of 
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measures/policy can have positive effects? And is it possible to see where the problems are 

especially found? This in turn may form the basis for a discussion on continued studies of, for 

example, particularly vulnerable children and also about the possibilities available for various 

measures to improve the circumstances for these children.  

One general conclusion that has been reached by many researchers is that in groups of 

unaccompanied minors, there are many who are affected by traumatic events – however there 

are also many who display significant strength and ability to manage their lives in a new 

country. We will keep this in mind when we present our conclusions for the various 

subsections below.  

One first conclusion is that the initial phase is important. It is important that asylum 

examination is fast, but must still be of a high quality. The waiting period whilst a decision is 

made is difficult for the children and should therefore, based on this and other reasons, be as 

short as possible. It is important that the examination is conducted in a way that shows respect 

to the child. The children who arrive have often undergone traumatic experiences and it is 

important that adequate care measures are taken as early as possible. 

Another conclusion is that it is important to map the level of education (schooling, vocational) 

the child already has when they arrive and that education is adapted to their existing 

knowledge. It is also very important that teaching of the language of the host country is 

efficient. 

One third conclusion is that it is important that the accommodation placement is adapted to 

the child's age and gender, and with an awareness of the presence of ethnic/religious conflicts 

and of the child's need for support. It is also important that there is continuity with the 

placement and changes made as the child becomes older.  

One fourth conclusion is that it is important for the child to have contact both with people 

from their own ethnic group and with people who belong to the majority-group of the 

population. 

A fifth conclusion is that entry into the labour market can often be difficult due to a lack of 

knowledge of the child's host country's language. This continues to underline the importance 

of host country language education. We also want to highlight differences between boys' and 

girls' entry into the labour market. Boys establish themselves on the labour market to a 

considerably greater extent. 
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We will now attempt to bring forward some of the results from the review in a little more 

detail, by using a list of potential measures for improving the reception of the unaccompanied 

minors. Here, we will also build upon the various experiences that have been presented to us 

whilst we have presented our previous studies. 

 

 

A list of suitable measures 

1. Arrival 

a. Rapidly receiving further placement. It is important that the stay in arrival 

accommodation is as brief as possible. 

b. An important issue is assessing the age of those to arrive as asylum-seeking minors 

and that this is done with respect.  

c. Be aware of the tensions between different groups. It is important that the placements 

are organised so groups of individuals with internal conflicts of ethnic, religious or 

political natures or, of different ages and genders are not placed in the same 

accommodation. Alternatively, that the personnel have the skills to manage these 

conflicts and other problems should they arise. 

d. Arrival accommodation. It is important that there are structured activities for the 

residents and that they have contact persons. 

e. Who has serious problems? As soon as they arrive at the arrival accommodation it is 

important to find out who has serious medical (psychiatric) problems and that they 

receive adequate treatment as soon as possible. 

2. First placement 

a. Guardian/appointed custodian. It is important that all unaccompanied minors receive a 

guardian and once they have been granted a residence permit, that they receive an 

appointed custodian (often the same person who was their guardian). Those who have 

been appointed must have adequate training, not have responsibility for many children 

and ideally, have knowledge of the unaccompanied minor's native language (otherwise 

a competent interpreter). It is important that special training is given for those who are 

appointed as guardians. 
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b. A contact person from the host society is crucial for these children to be able to 

navigate in the society and therefore build a future; as such, the loss of their 

guardian/specially appointed custodian when they turn 18 can hinder their integration. 

Continuing the support until the age of 21 would give the unaccompanied minors 

better chance of establishing themselves in society. 

c. Qualified interpreters. It is important that the interpreters are qualified and they 

interpret from the child's own language (and not that which is predominantly spoken 

in the child's country of origin). 

d. Examining grounds for asylum. It is important that the examination of the grounds for 

asylum are conducted in a legally sound manner and as quickly as possible, to reduce 

the period of uncertainty. 

3. Accommodation 

a. It is important that the accommodation is adapted to the needs of the child. 

b. It is important that the accommodation personnel can help the children with their 

homework and generally provide support with their studies. 

c. Foster family/foster home. The suitability of a foster family must be thoroughly 

examined before they can assume responsibility for the unaccompanied child.  

d. Private accommodation. The same suitability requirements should apply for the 

placement of the child with a relative or other connection provided by the child. 

e. Regardless of the type of housing the child has, it is important that should different 

kinds of poor treatment arise, the child must be able to go to one of the forms of 

accommodation, regardless of establishment, where they can seek and receive help. 

They should be able to do this even after they have turned 18. All children must be 

informed of this and how contact is to be made in different ways and on different 

occasions.  

f. Networks are important and therefore it is important that the accommodation can help 

the child establish contacts in different ways. 

g. There is the risk of different forms of discrimination, even within the accommodation. 

It is important to be aware of this. 
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4. Education 

a. Language training. It is very important to the child's integration that they receive 

education in the host country language as soon as possible at a level that is best suited 

to the child. 

b. Introductory education. At the same time, it is important that there is simultaneous 

education that provides an introduction to host country society. It is also important that 

such education is directly related to the child's own situation, e.g., about education, the 

labour market and support after they have reached adult age. 

c. Placement at the right level. A thorough mapping of the child's knowledge level is 

required upon their arrival to be able to place them at the right level in the school 

system. 

d. Education that continues into a higher age. As the majority of children arrive aged 16 

and 17, it is difficult for them to complete their upper-secondary education at the 

regular age. In such a case, it is important that they can continue and complete their 

education. 

e. The child must have the opportunity to receive advice early on about the possibilities 

of combining work and education, and the possibility to return to education after a 

period of employment.  

f. Contact with peers. Peer-to-peer contact, both with other refugee children (bonding 

social capital) and other children (bridging social capital) is important for integration. 

g. Careers guidance. The children lack knowledge about how the host country labour 

market works. Study and careers guidance is therefore especially important for the 

unaccompanied minors. It is important that the guidance counsellor has been fully 

trained to be able to provide better advice to unaccompanied minors. Teachers also 

need such a form of supplementary training. 

5. Work 

a. It is important to inform the child of how to look for work, how to write a CV, how to 

behave during an interview and also about the possibilities to combine studying with 

working.  
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b. Internship Different types of internship during their time at school can provide 

increased knowledge of the host country labour market. 

c. Different types of work are suitable for minors with different circumstances. It is 

particularly important to help those who arrive late on in their teenage years to find 

their first job. 

d. Youth work – dead end jobs. If their first job is unqualified work, it can become a 

dead end job. It is essential to help the child move on from this type of work. 
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