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Unaccompanied minor aliens
Unaccompanied minor aliens are aliens under the age of 18 who,
on their arrival in the Netherlands, were not accompanied by a parent or
other relative by blood or marriage aged 18 or over.
(Rijksoverheid)
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I Abstract
Background: Every year, around 1000 unaccompanied minor asylum seekers (UMAs) seek refuge in
the Netherlands. While waiting for an answer to their asylum application, UMAs live a precarious
existence, not knowing whether their future will be in the Netherlands. Many UMAs suffer from
trauma because of experiences in their past, and together with their age, absence of a parent nearby
and the adverse effects the COVID-19 pandemic, UMAs are particularly vulnerable when it concerns
their psychosocial health. The question arises how UMAs maintain their wellbeing despite the
uncertainties they have to deal with.
Aim: This research aimed to identify resources in the daily life of UMAs and mechanisms behind those
resources that help UMAs to cope with stressors and maintain their wellbeing. Specific attention was
paid to the effects of the Covid-19 pandemic.
Methods: Qualitative research was carried out from a salutogenic perspective, based on a socioecological framework. The first part of the study was a literature review, in which 14 papers were
analysed. Then, semi-structured in-depth interviews were carried out which 3 unaccompanied minors
and 4 mentors of unaccompanied minors. Ethical consent was provided by the ethical committee.
Results: The life of UMAs is impacted severely by the uncertainty they have over their future
concerning their residence permit and family reunification. They also have to deal with acculturation
hassles and other daily hassles in their lives. UMAs cope with stressors by engaging in social
interactions and activities, such as having joint breakfast moments and engaging in sports, music and
food. Education helps them to adapt and learn the language, what gives them control over their life.
In all this, social support is essential. The effects of the COVID-19 disease impacted the lives of UMAs
by limiting their activities, but the effect seemed not to be substantial.
Conclusion: Unaccompanied minors in the Netherlands experience a sense of meaning through social
contacts and social activities. They experience continuity by linking the past to the present through
cultural rituals and symbols and by having family contact. UMAs experience control over their life by
adapting to the host country and by learning the language. Social support is important for them to
cope with the effects of the COVID-19 pandemic.
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II Preface
Last year I was leading a summer camp with teenaged asylum seekers for the second time in a row.
We had a great time, sharing stories about food, culture and religion. It was a week in which the youth
could forget about their worries and enjoy a safe, warm and fun environment. However, at the end of
the week, reality kicked in. We all had to go home again. For me that meant another fun vacation with
my family, but for many of the minors that meant going back to the AZC, having nothing to do, and
being unsure of their future in the Netherlands. In my search for a topic to study for my thesis, I knew
I wanted to do research among asylum seekers. Their precarious situation strikes me, and my interest
in supporting health, together with my love for different cultures made that I started to find a way to
do research among this group. I got in contact with a person working with unaccompanied minor
asylum seekers, and got the opportunity to interview some of them and their mentors.
I am very thankful for all the people who made this research possible. Thank you Lenneke and
Han for your constructive feedback, our conversations always gave me motivation to continue and
improve my work. Thank you Eelke and Daphne for making it possible to carry out the interviews
(online). Thanks to the respondents: the mentors I could interview, and the minors who were willing
to share their story. Thank you Farah, for translating! And a thank you to all the others, Jacob-Jan and
my family who were so interested in and supportive during the whole process.
Hopefully this thesis will shed some light on the precarious situation of unaccompanied minors
in the Netherlands, but will also provide some perspectives of hope for a better future. I hope you
enjoy reading it!

5

III Table of Contents
I Abstract ................................................................................................................................................. 4
II Preface .................................................................................................................................................. 5
III Table of Contents ................................................................................................................................ 6
IV List of terms and abbreviations........................................................................................................... 8
V List of figures ........................................................................................................................................ 9
Introduction........................................................................................................................................... 10
Research objective ............................................................................................................................ 11
Reader’s guide ................................................................................................................................... 11
Theoretical background......................................................................................................................... 12
Salutogenic theory............................................................................................................................. 12
Stressors ........................................................................................................................................ 12
Sense of Coherence and Generalized Resistance Resources ........................................................ 13
Bronfenbrenner’s ecological framework........................................................................................... 14
Research questions ........................................................................................................................... 16
Part 1: Literature review ....................................................................................................................... 17
1.1 | Methodology ............................................................................................................................ 17
1.1.1 Inclusion and exclusion criteria ............................................................................................ 17
1.1.2 Data analysis ......................................................................................................................... 17
1.2 | Results literature review........................................................................................................... 18
1.2.1 Stressors ............................................................................................................................... 18
1.2.2 Resources ............................................................................................................................. 19
1.2.3 Conclusion ............................................................................................................................ 23
Part 2: Empirical research ..................................................................................................................... 24
2.1 |Methodology ............................................................................................................................. 24
2.1.1 Research approach ............................................................................................................... 24
2.1.2 Research setting ................................................................................................................... 24
2.1.3 Participants ........................................................................................................................... 24
2.1.4 Interviews ............................................................................................................................. 25
2.1.5 Data analysis ......................................................................................................................... 25
2.2 | Results....................................................................................................................................... 26
2.2.1 Daily life of unaccompanied minor asylum seekers in the Netherlands .............................. 26
2.2.2 Experiences of unaccompanied minor asylum seekers ....................................................... 27
2.2.3 Perspectives of mentors ....................................................................................................... 34
2.2.4 Conclusion ............................................................................................................................ 42
6

Discussion .............................................................................................................................................. 43
Stressors ............................................................................................................................................ 43
Creating life experiences ................................................................................................................... 44
Socio-ecological framework .............................................................................................................. 46
COVID-19 ........................................................................................................................................... 47
Methodological reflections ............................................................................................................... 48
Literature review ........................................................................................................................... 48
Empirical research ......................................................................................................................... 48
Recommendations for future research ............................................................................................. 49
Recommendations for professionals................................................................................................. 49
Conclusion ............................................................................................................................................. 51
References ............................................................................................................................................. 52
Appendix 1: Stressors and resources in existing literature ................................................................... 56
Appendix 2: Ethical approval ................................................................................................................. 60
Appendix 3: Informatiebrief voor interview met mentor ..................................................................... 61
Appendix 4: Informatiebrief voor AMV ................................................................................................. 62
Appendix 5: Infographic ........................................................................................................................ 63

7

IV List of terms and abbreviations
AZC

Asylum seekers’ centre

COA

Central Agency for the Reception of Asylum Seekers

GRR

General resistance resource

Heritage culture
competence

The ability to understand, communicate and interact effectively with people
from the same cultural background.

Heritage culture
identity

The extent to which UMA’s identify with the cultural habits, customs, language
and rituals from their home culture. Also referred to as cultural identity.

Home culture

The habits, customs, language and rituals UMAs identify with based on their
cultural background.

Host culture
competence

The ability to understand, communicate and interact effectively with people
from the host culture.

IND

Immigration and Naturalisation Service

KWV

Small scale living arrangement for UMA’s without a residence permit

SOC

Sense of coherence

UMA

Unaccompanied minor asylum seeker. Also referred to as unaccompanied
minor.
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Introduction
In the Netherlands, thousands of refugees apply for asylum every year. In 2019 only, 1.045 of them
were unaccompanied minor asylum seekers (hereafter unaccompanied minors or UMAs) (CBS, 2020).
An UMA is a person under the age of 18 who’s country of origin lies outside of the European Union
and who arrived in the Netherlands without accompaniment of a parent or another adult exercising
authority over him or her (Rijksoverheid, n.d.). UMAs that arrive in the Netherlands come from almost
90 different countries, of which Eritrea, Syria, Afghanistan, Somalia, Morocco, and Iraq are mostly
represented (COA, n.d.-a). UMAs often have a long and traumatic journey behind them. Reasons for
them to flee their home country can be war, compulsory military service, poor quality of education,
conflict in the personal sphere or examples of others leaving the country. Many unaccompanied minors
don’t travel to Europe directly, but first reside in a third country in the region. They might then decide
to travel onwards to Europe because of insecurity, lack of perspective, or the example of others (KuluGlasgow et al., 2018; Ministerie van Justitie en Veiligheid, 2019).
The Central Agency for the Reception of Asylum Seekers (COA) is responsible for the shelter of UMAs
after arrival in the Netherlands. Unaccompanied minors from the age of 15 who do not have a
residence permit yet, are placed in a small-scale living arrangement (KWV). Usually, there are 12-20
minors in a KWV, which can stand on the property of an asylum seekers centre (AZC) or in a regular
neighbourhood. When an unaccompanied minor receives a residence permit, he or she is transferred
to a small-scale shelter (KSO). When a minor turns 18, he or she is transferred to a regular AZC (COA,
n.d.-b). It is desirable that the minors know whether or not they are allowed to stay in the Netherlands,
or have to be sent back to their home country, as soon as possible. The Immigration and Naturalisation
Service (IND) is responsible for the asylum procedure of the UMAs. However, there is a long waiting
list for cases to be handled (Broekers-Knol, 2020). Because of this, asylum seekers sometimes have to
wait for months or even years for they receive their residence permit, or to hear that the IND has
decided they have to go back to their home country.
Due to the long waiting lists at the IND, unaccompanied minors live in a constant uncertainty about
their future, which is a severe stress factor in their lives. This only adds up to existing vulnerabilities
related to young age and absence of family nearby. Many of them have experienced traumatic events
that resulted in mental health issues such as depression, anxiety, traumatic stress reactions,
behavioural problems and somatization (Bean et al., 2007; Huemer et al., 2009). The chronic nature
and high severity levels of psychological distress among minor asylum seekers contrast strongly with
the levels of stress reported by studies among regular youth of their age (Bean et al., 2007). In many
cases it is not possible to take the stressors, such as trauma or the uncertainty of gaining a residence
permit, away from UMAs in the nearby future. Therefore, this study focusses on the here and now:
how do unaccompanied minors maintain their health despite the uncertainties they live in?
The salutogenic perspective, introduced by Antonovsky (1979) studies the mechanisms by which
people maintain their health and wellbeing while dealing with stressful situations. In contrast to the
pathogenic approach, in which disability or characteristics of a person are seen as the causes of illhealth, the salutogenic perspective focusses on salutary factors that promote health, which come from
a person’s environment (Mittelmark et al., 2017, p. 11). Studies on coping strategies among refugees
show that social network, knowing the language of the host country, activities such as learning,
dancing, singing or sports, focussing on the future and religion help asylum seekers cope with stress
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(Renner et al., 2020; Shakespeare-Finch et al., 2014). Significant amount of research can be found on
coping strategies of UMAs, but few studies show what the mechanisms are behind these coping
strategies and what the role is of the (social) environment in these mechanisms. Therefore, this study
aims to fill that knowledge gap.
The question on how UMAs cope with stress is particularly relevant during the current COVID-19
pandemic. It is expected that the COVID-19 measures can impact the lives of UMAs, since they affect
the structure there was in their lives and limits their social activities. Additionally, it can be extra cause
for uncertainty since many asylum procedures are postponed due to the coronavirus pandemic
(VluchtelingenWerk Nederland, 2020). Asylum seekers already start a step behind because they often
have a small network and limited access to social support, increasing the psychosocial impact of the
pandemic on their lives (Ghane et al., 2020). Experts found that, due to the pandemic, psychosocial
complaints increase due to feelings of worry, anxiety, dreariness, or anger. Some asylum seekers
constantly think about worst case scenarios, feel guilt towards family and friends who live in worse
situations in their home country, or have trouble in relationships with others because of increasing
stress due to social isolation (Horlings & Hein, 2018). Youth with complex trauma can experience
worsening symptoms that are triggered when there is disruption to daily life routines (Pressley &
Spinazzola, 2020). Loss of activities that provide structure, daily rhythm and meaning for UMAs can
intensify existing depressive symptoms. Also, it may increase feelings of hopelessness, feelings of
sadness and can lead to social withdrawal (Courtney et al., 2020). Although the above mentioned
research gives reason to believe that UMAs are strongly affected by the pandemic, there is no research
done yet on the effects of the pandemic in the specific context of UMAs in the Netherlands. This is the
second knowledge gap this study aims to fill.

Research objective
The aim of this research is twofold. Firstly, this study aims to gain insight in health promoting
mechanisms in the daily life of UMAs that support their (mental) well-being. Secondly, this research
tries to answer the question what the effect of the COVID-19 pandemic is on the mental well-being of
UMAs and how they cope with these effects.

Reader’s guide
First, the theoretical framework outlines important concepts and theoretical models on which the
research questions are based. Then, the first part of the study is a literature review, in which important
resources are identified that help UMAs maintain their wellbeing. Part two of the study describes the
empirical research. In-depth interviews with unaccompanied and mentors of UMAs took place in which
daily stressors and psychosocial resources of UMAs were identified. In the discussion section, the
resources are brought together and based on the theoretical framework, three main mechanisms
could be identified through which unaccompanied minors find meaning and exercise control over their
life. The gained insights are used to provide recommendations for people working with UMAs and lead
to suggestions for future research.
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Theoretical background
Two frameworks will be used that provide structure during the research and in analysing the results.
These frameworks will help to gain insight in the daily life of unaccompanied minors and enable the
researcher to identify resources and mechanisms that help UMAs maintain their wellbeing. The first
framework is the salutogenic model of Antonovsky (1979), the second is the social-ecological
framework of Bronfenbrenner (1977). In this chapter these two models will be explained, leading to
the research questions of this study at the end of the chapter.

Salutogenic theory
Within the multidimensional context in which unaccompanied minors live, this study tries to identify
resources in their daily life that help them cope with stress and maintain their mental well-being. ‘Wellbeing’ does not refer to health or ill-health in the traditional sense. Antonovsky’s salutogenic theory
views health as a state of being somewhere on a continuum of ease and disease. The question this
theory poses is why people move towards the positive end of this continuum, regardless their personal
situation (Antonovsky, 1987, p. 134). Following this train of thought, Antonovsky would argue that
behind the struggles in the lives of UMAs as described in the introduction, lies the tenuous assumption
that stressors are inherently bad. He argues that indeed some stressors can be predictably destructive
for health, regardless the coping resources of a person. However, this is not always the case. Often
stressors might promote ill health, but are not the cause of it (Antonovsky, 1987). He pleas for a
perspective that
“…opens the way for studying the consequences of demands made on the
organisms to which there are no readily available or automatic adaptive responses
– a general accepted definition of a stressor – when there is good theoretical reason
to predict positive health consequences.” (Antonovsky, 1996)

Stressors

The place where people exist on their health/ill-health continuum, is determined by the ability of
people to cope with stressors. All people are constantly exposed to stressors. However, these stressors
don not necessarily adversely affect health. What can cause one person to become depressed, can
help another person to build resilience, leading to better health outcomes. Just as anybody else, UMAs
are exposed to various stressors specific for their situation. For the sake of this research, the stressors
of UMAs are categorised into three main types: flight related stressors, daily hassles, and uncertainty.
Uncertainty
Having to wait to receive a residence status makes that unaccompanied minors experience constant
uncertainty about their future. This process and the result of the application for family reunification
can have a major impact on the lives of the minors. It influences their mental health, school
attendance, their plans for the future, and their relationship with guardians or mentors. (Kulu-Glasgow
et al., 2018). Berthomé et al. (2012) state that uncertainty is “an emergent property of the interactional
dynamics in which the participants are necessarily caught (p.135)”. This means that uncertainty comes
up when the individual has no influence over the situation. Bjertrup et al. (2018) distinguish two types
of uncertainty in their research among refugees: the first one was related to spatial and temporal
uncertainty, i.e. not knowing when a person will be assigned a place to stay, and where that will be.
The second type of uncertainty was a more general feeling of lack of control over one’s life (Bjertrup
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et al., 2018). For UMA’s, their future in the Netherlands is not secure, they are uprooted from their
home culture and need to find a new way in a strange country, which make them extra vulnerable
(Nidos, 2019, p. 7).
Flight related stressors
Lustig et al. (2004) distinguish stressors that the child experiences before, during, and after the flight.
Stressors that affect children before and during the flight, are pre-flight stress (e.g. stressful living
environment in the place where they come from), combat experience, separation from caregivers,
refugee camps and detention centres. The past of the minors is often reflected in the behaviour and
psychological wellbeing of UMAs; many are diagnosed with PTSS, and they may experience bad
sleeping, they blow or struggle with other addictions (Nidos, 2019, p. 7). After the flight, the children
have to resettle, and often are torn between the culture of their homeland and the culture of the host
country, what effects their wellbeing (Lustig et al., 2004). UMAs need to learn how to adapt to new life
circumstances, and learn a new language and culture, what brings its own challenges and daily
stressors (Keles et al., 2018).
Daily hassles
Besides the baggage UMAs carry with them from their flight experiences, daily hassles can be a source
of stress for UMAs living in the host country. Study shows that being able to manage these daily hassles,
is important to ensure well-being for people (Jensen et al., 2019). In existing literature, quite some
daily hassles were identified in the lives of unaccompanied minors. According the study of KuluGlasgow et al. (2018) daily hassles can be having (dirty) roommates, or not being able to live with
significant others for legal reasons. In Dutch society, UMAs may perceive a lack of democracy and
justice. They sometimes feel like they are being treated disrespectfully. Cultural differences can also
bring distress on a daily basis. In the perception of UMAs, everything takes long (Kulu-Glasgow et al.,
2018). Procedural issues might be rejected family reunion application, lack of help from COA with
asylum procedure or filling out forms in Dutch, or (prospects of) deportation (Kulu-Glasgow et al.,
2020). Family-related daily hassles can be homesickness, or not knowing whereabouts of family
members (Kulu-Glasgow et al., 2018).

Sense of Coherence and Generalized Resistance Resources

Whether or not people are able to cope with stressors is determined by the sense of coherence (SOC)
of an individual, and by one’s external environment. Antonovsky (1979) defined SOC as “…a global
orientation that expresses the extent to which one has a pervasive, enduring though dynamic feeling
of confidence that one’s internal and external environments are predictable and that there is a high
probability that things will work out as well as can reasonably be expected” (p. 123). The SOC is shaped
by consistency (experiencing consistent messages and stimuli; having a stable environment),
manageability (the ability of the individual to manage the load balance) and meaningfulness
(participating in outcomes in socially valued contexts). Together with the social impact, the physical
and psychological abilities of a person are important when defining the outcomes of an uncertain
situation (Ferdousi, 2015).
This way of thinking is reflected in the stress-vulnerability model, which is commonly used among social
practitioners working with UMAs in predicting health outcomes. It explains how psychological
disorders are caused based on two main factors: stress and vulnerability. In this theory, whether a
psychological disorder will occur in a person, is not solely based on the challenges a person experiences
(stress), but is also determined by a person’s vulnerability. The least vulnerable a person is, the smaller
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the chance that psychological problems will occur. Some people have a larger biological vulnerability,
what means a disorder might ‘run in the family’ – they are naturally more likely to get a psychological
disorder. However, the way people experience challenges in their life, can be affected by resources
such as one’s coping skills, social support, and involvement in meaningful activities (Hazelden
Publishing, n.d.).
The sense of coherence of an individual is strengthened by one’s ability to use generalised resistance
resources (GRRs). A GGR provides the individual with sets of meaningful, coherent life experiences.
GRRs can be characteristics of an individual, group, or a community that help one cope with stressors
that may include material resources, knowledge and intelligence, ego identity, coping strategies, social
support, commitment and cohesion with one’s cultural roots, cultural stability, ritualistic activities,
religion and philosophy, preventive health orientation, genetic and constitutional GRRS, and
individuals state of mind (Mittelmark et al., 2017, p. 9). Considering the scope of the research, there is
chosen to mainly focus on the major psychosocial GRRs, thus the genetic and constitutional GRRs are
excluded in the figure below.

Figure 1: Part of salutogenic model from Antonovsky, 1979, pp. 184–185

One can distinguish between generalized and specific resistance resources. Through the sense of
coherence of an individual, generalized resistance resources enable one to recognize, pick up and use
specific resistance resources in a way that helps them cope with a stressful situation (Mittelmark et
al., 2017, p.74). Generalized resistance resources can be any characteristic of the environment, a
group, or an individual, that can facilitate coping mechanisms (Antonovsky, 1979, p. 99), while specific
resistance resources can be a service, facility, or other kind of structure that is activated specifically to
cope with a specific stressor (Mittelmark et al., 2017, p.74).

Bronfenbrenner’s ecological framework
To cover all environmental aspects of the life of an unaccompanied minor asylum seeker, the ecological
framework of Bronfenbrenner (1977) provides a useful structure. Understanding individual
experiences “requires examination of multi-person systems of interaction not limited to a single setting
and must take into account aspects of the environment beyond the immediate situation containing the
subject” (Bronfenbrenner, 1977, p. 514). When looking at the health of the individual, the complexity
of the social environment of that person is easily overlooked. The ecological paradigm is often used in
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family context, which is of major influence on the development of the child. The paradigm considers
that this context does not stand on its own, and is influenced by social interactions with other context.
In the family context one can think of school (Bronfenbrenner et al., 1986). For unaccompanied minors,
this interaction between contexts is particularly interesting, because their living context is variable.
Living in the Netherlands, they live in a place where staff is interchangeable and housemates come and
go.
The ecological model allows to identify the environment of minor asylum seekers on various levels of
his or her existence. The levels Bronfenbrenner distinguishes are the microsystem, mesosystem,
exosystem, macrosystem, and chronosystem. The microsystem involves all the close contacts of an
individual with whom he or she interacts on a (almost) daily basis. For minor refugees these may
include his or her roommates, close friends, mentors or the guardian. The mesosystem explains how
the various microsystems influence each other; for example, language barriers (which could be
determined by, for example, having good experiences at school) can impede UMAs access to social
support networks (Björnberg, 2011). The exosystem is the context in which fewer close relationships
occur, like having contact with social or health care services. The fourth system is the macrosystem.
This system is about how cultural values and social norms shape the individual. For example, young
asylum seekers may feel discriminated, and a negative political and social climate towards refugees
could increase the stress experiences of UMA’s. The chronosystem is about time: how does the specific
time an individual live in, influence his or her beliefs, attitude and behaviour? Because unaccompanied
minors are still young and developing, this is something that is taken into account in the research.

Figure 2: Bronfenbrenner’s ecological system theory (1970) applied to minor refugees.
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Research questions
This research aims to gain insight in the resources and mechanisms that take place in the lives of minor
asylum seekers that help them maintain their well-being and promote health based on the salutogenic
perspective. Part of the empirical research is specifically dedicated to the effects and coping with the
consequences of the COVID-19 pandemic. The main research question in this study is:
“What are resources in the environment of unaccompanied minor asylum seekers that help them
maintain their wellbeing and cope with stressors in their daily life in the Netherlands?”
The main research question is divided into the following sub-research questions:
1) According to existing literature, what are resources in the living environment of unaccompanied
minor asylum seekers that can help them cope with stressors?
2) What does the life of an unaccompanied minor asylum seeker in the Netherlands look like?
3) What resources can be identified in the life of unaccompanied minor asylum seekers in the
Netherlands that help them cope with stressors?
In this study, research triangulation is used by combining a literature review with empirical research.
The first part of the study is a literature review. By learning about resources for unaccompanied minors
from existing literature, this gives a basis for the empirical study, and enables to compare the outcomes
of research question one and three. The second part of the study is an empirical research. In order to
identify resources, we need to know what the lives of UMAs look like, and to answer that, research
question two is formulated. The second and third research question are answered with the data from
both the interviews with the mentors of UMAs, as well as with the minors themselves.
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Part 1: Literature review
1.1 | Methodology
A literature review was carried out to identify generalized resistance resources for unaccompanied
minors. The literature was selected by searching in the databases Scopus and PubMed. Search terms
that was used where various combinations of ‘unaccompanied minor asylum seekers’, ‘salutogenesis’,
‘mental health’ and ‘social environment’. Additional articles were found using the snowballing method.

1.1.1 Inclusion and exclusion criteria

The articles that popped up were assessed critically on their relevance and quality of the research
paper. Inclusion criteria were: having a specific focus on migrant minors living in an European country,
focus on the influence of the (social) environment on (the wellbeing of) UMAs. Exclusion criteria were:
research on non-refugee migrants, research on refugee minors living in a country outside the European
Union, research on adult refugees, and research on refugee minors under the age of fifteen.
Eventually, fourteen articles were selected. The papers included qualitative and quantitative research
on the mental health of UMAs, coping resources of UMAs and papers that focussed on the impact of
(elements of) the social context on the wellbeing of unaccompanied minors living in various European
countries.

1.1.2 Data analysis

The literature was analysed systematically by first identifying stressors and resources which were put
in a table (Appendix 1). Aspects were identified as a resource by comparing them to the characteristics
of GRRs according to the salutogenic model, namely (1) material resources, (2) knowledge and
intelligence, (3) ego identity, (4) coping strategies, (5) social support, (6) commitment and cohesion to
one’s cultural roots, (7) cultural stability, (8) ritualistic activities, (9) religion and philosophy, (10)
preventative health orientation. The resources were grouped according to these characteristics, and
interrelations between GGRs were investigated by using memos, as the image below shows.

Figure 3: Visualising resources from literature

After the analogue analysis, the resources were digitally grouped according to their place in the socialecological model. This enabled visualization of the importance of various contexts and mechanisms
behind UMA’s coping capabilities, resulting in an overview as depicted in figure 4 (p.19).
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1.2 | Results literature review
Resources that enable unaccompanied minors to cope with stressors in daily life do not stand on their
own and should be seen within the context of the situation UMAs live in. Therefore, also stressors
were identified from the literature. The results show that uncertainty about the future, worries about
family and not gaining a residence permit are major daily stressors for unaccompanied minors.

1.2.1 Stressors
Uncertainty
Many studies mentioned that legal certainty and having future perspective is important for the wellbeing of UMAs. Not obtaining a temporary residential status and uncertainty about the future is
associated with lower mental health scores (Bean et al., 2007). The longer the minors reside in the host
country without perspective on whether or not they can stay in the future, the stronger their emotional
and behavioural problems may become and the more daily stressors they experience (Bronstein et al.,
2013; Vervliet et al., 2014)). Feelings of uncertainty result in adverse sleeping patterns, feelings of
negativity, being unfocussed or feeling disconnected (Groark et al., 2010). Having a rejected asylum
application may result in disentanglement of close relationships, as a single case in the study of
Verdasco (2020) showed, increasing the sense of loneliness of an UMA. On the contrary, UMAs who
have received a residence permit in in the host country, experience significantly less mental health
symptoms than those whose litigation is still pending or whose asylum application is rejected (Müller
et al., 2019). Having perspective on their future helps minors to cope with present difficulties (Ní
Raghallaigh & Gilligan, 2010).
Family
Missing the family or being uncertain about the family situation are major stress factors for UMAs
according to several studies (Groark et al., 2010; Sierau et al., 2019; Vervliet et al., 2014). Family
reunification can be a stress factor for UMAs as well, since they might feel pressure from their family
to have reunification realised (Hynek et al., 2020).
Not feeling accepted by the host society
Being uprooted from their home country, unaccompanied minors need to adapt to a totally new
society and culture. Having the feeling of being evaluated negatively by people in the host country,
and the feeling of being ‘labelled’ an asylum seeker can have a negative influence on the minor, leading
to behavioural problems. When UMAs do not have the feeling they can be themselves, they single
themselves out (Groark et al., 2010). This deprives them from social support, which is an important
resistance resource as will be described further on in this chapter. However, having the feeling of being
evaluated positively by people in the host country has a positive influence on the experiences stress
levels of unaccompanied minors (Groark et al., 2010). This is confirmed by Oppedal & Idsoe (2015),
who found a relationship between the wellbeing of UMAs and the extent to which there is an open
policy towards taking refugees in. The study of Keles et al. (2016) showed that acknowledgement of
the responsibility of the host-country in reducing acculturation specific hassles is needed.
Social stressors
Both in finding continuity as well as in adapting to the host society, social relationships play an
important role for unaccompanied minors. However, social relationships can be a source of stress for
UMAs too. This can be the case when UMAs do not know people well and they do not trust them, what
deprives them of social support (Ní Raghalleigh & Gilligan, 2010). Social interaction can be complicated,
especially when an unaccompanied minor comes from a country with values that differ a lot from the
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values in the host country (Keles et al., 2018). When an unaccompanied minor has several roommates,
this can lead to tension and conflict, affecting the well-being of the minor adversely (Hynek et al.,
2020). Furthermore, in social interactions an UMA may feel excluded by the group, affecting his or her
confidence (Verdasco, 2020).
Housing
When housing is insufficient, this can become a stressor that increases over time (Vervliet et al. 2014).
Not only the size of the accommodation, but also the number of reallocations has an impact on the
wellbeing of UMAs. Being transferred repeatedly is reported as a stressor in several studies (Hynek et
al., 2020; Vervliet et al., 2014; Bean et al, 2007). This indicates that experiencing continuity in the place
where they live can be an important resource for UMAs.

1.2.2 Resources

Two main resources were found that help UMAs cope with stressors, namely host culture and heritage
culture competence. Cultural competence is the ability to understand and communicate with people
from a certain cultural background. Almost all coping strategies and social factors are either linked to
one or the other, as can be seen in figure 4. Contextual and social factors support coping strategies
and personal competencies. For example, having contact with friends (social factor) serves as a coping
strategy (distraction), which helps UMA’s to forget their current problems. Another example is how
religion strengthens one’s heritage culture competence, leading to a stronger sense of self.
Resources of UMAs that strengthen their sense of coherence are often interrelated. Therefore, the
reader might find that in one subsection more than one resource is described, even though each
heading contains only one main resource. For example. One resource is ‘education’. This resource is a
resource on itself, because having education helps an unaccompanied minor to adjust, leading to a
higher sense of control, strengthening the sense of coherence. At the same time going to school can
be used by UMAs as a distraction mechanisms, which is a different coping strategy than ‘adjusting’. To
get a grip on the interrelatedness of the resources, the figure below gives an overview of all the
different resources and the relationships that were found between them. The colour codes are based
on the socio-ecological model of Bronfenbrenner (1977).
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Figure 4: Overview of psychosocial resistance resources of unaccompanied minor asylum seekers

Heritage culture competence
Maintaining and developing heritage culture competence provided unaccompanied minors with
continuity in their self-perception and identity. Having high heritage culture competence means that
a person feels connected to one’s home culture, and is able to communicate with people from his or
her home culture. It helps unaccompanied minors to bridge gaps between the past and the present.
This again fosters feelings of belonging that contribute to psychological safety (Keles et al., 2018). For
UMAs with high heritage identity scores, depression scores decrease stronger over time compared to
youths with lower heritage identity scores (Oppedal et al., 2020). Having a high heritage culture
competence can also have indirect effects. For example, the study of Oppedal & Idsoe (2015) showed
that there was indirect effect of heritage culture competence on lower levels of perceived
discrimination (Oppedal & Idsoe, 2015). Keles et al. (2018) found that having a high heritage culture
competence can lead to more psychological safety, because it enables minors to establish supportive
relations with members of their own ethnic group.
Contact with co-ethnic friends and family
Social support from family in the home country and co-ethnic friends increases the heritage culture
competence of UMAs (Oppedal & Idsoe, 2015). For example, by baking and eating together with
housemates from the same ethnic background, UMAs may strengthen their relationships and
friendships, as well as feeling connected to their ethnic origins through language, music and food
(Verdasco, 2020).
Cultural activities
Also performing cultural activities that remind them of their home culture strengthens the heritage
culture competence of UMAs. Verdasco (2020) observed that going to an ‘Arab market’, was an activity
for unaccompanied minors that was familiar to them and reminded them of their home country.
Another example was learning how to cook a traditional dish from an adult, what may enhance the
feeling of relatedness between the UMA and his or her staff member who knows the same culture. In
times of hardship, this can be an important bond, since the UMA is familiar with the staff member, has
warm memories and is able to express his or her feelings (Verdasco et al., 2020).
Religion
The third resource that strengthens the heritage culture competence of unaccompanied minors, is
religion. Finding continuity between past and present circumstances through religion can help UMAs
to get grip on their sense of self (Ní Raghallaigh & Gilligan, 2010). Practicing their religion, for example
by going to an African church, helps UMAs to have access to other aspects of their home culture, such
as dress, language, music and companionship with people who have the same ethnic and religious
background (Ní Raghalleigh, 2011). Their trust in God helps them to perceive themselves as
independent, acting as a coping strategy that increases their sense of control (Ní Raghallaigh & Gilligan,
2010; Ní Raghallaigh, 2011). In addition, their relationship with God provides them with sense of
meaning and comfort (Ní Raghallaigh, 2011).
Adapting to the host society
Unaccompanied minors may cope by adapting to the host society. By learning about the way things
work and by building new relationships, UMAs can regain grip on their lives. (Ní Raghallaigh & Gilligan,
2010). Having a way in which UMAs can exercise control over their lives, and having something to work
on towards the future, helps them to maintain self-confidence (Groark et al., 2010). By undergoing a
normative adaption process, UMAs construct supporting networks and develop host culture
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competence, which helps them to find their way in the host country. For example, they might adjust
by dressing ‘European’ (Oppedal & Idsoe, 2015). The competence of unaccompanied minors to handle
social interactions in the new culture can help them when they face challenges in the host country, to
be successful in school, work, and integrating into networks within the host country (Hynek et al., 2020;
Keles et al., 2018).
Social support
In the process of adaption to the host culture, contact with people in the host country is a great
supportive factor. Having friends in the host culture increases the host-culture competence of UMAs
(Oppedal & Idsoe, 2015). UMAs may also learn from their peers at the accommodation about how to
travel, or cultural aspects of the host country (Ní Raghalleigh & Gilligan, 2010). Having social contacts
and relationship with friends, social workers and care givers in the host country can help UMAs to
adjust to life (Ní Raghalleigh & Gilligan, 2010), and can have a positive impact on the wellbeing of UMAs
(Hynek et al., 2020).
Education
Following an education programme in the host country can help unaccompanied minors cope in
several ways. By following education in the host country, UMAs learn the language, facilitating
interpersonal communication with professionals and peers (Hynek et al., 2020; Ní Raghalleigh &
Gilligan, 2010). Hynek el al. (2020) showed that knowing the language of the host country impacts the
mental health of UMAs significantly. Following an education also facilitates integration by helping to
get educational qualifications that enhance integration into the labour market (Hynek et al., 2020).
Furthermore, going to school is linked to other resistance resources. For some UMAs it is seen as an
important value, which gives them hope for the future. It is a way for UMAs to gain control over their
lives again (Groark et al., 2010). For others, education serves as a distraction from their past and
current difficulties, acting as a coping mechanism (Ní Raghallaigh & Gilligan, 2010).
Acceptance, adapting a positive outlook
Some unaccompanied minors may cope by simply accepting the situation they are in, and
acknowledging they are not able to do something about it. Having something to work to work towards
helps them to gain control over their future, and having future perspective helps in that process
(Groark et al., 2010). Some UMAs cope by adopting a positive outlook on their situation, for example
by comparing their present circumstance to their past, which helps them to accept their present
situation (Ní Raghallaigh & Gilligan, 2010).
Social factors
Often, UMAs distrust people around them. They trust others to a certain extent, or only certain people.
The distrust emerged because of past experiences, being distrusted by others, not feeling able to tell
the truth, or not knowing people well (Ní Raghallaigh & Gilligan, 2010). Therefore, a coping strategy
might be to see themselves as independent. Being not dependent on social relationships can give them
an increased sense of control. Often, this goes hand in hand in the belief and trust in God, that He
would help them through, even though people might forsake them (Ní Raghallaigh & Gilligan, 2010).
Even though social relationships can become stressful for UMAs, having trusting, safe and secure
relationships generally has a positive impact on the ability of UMAs to handle stress (Groark et al.,
2010). The studies of Hynek et al. (2020) and Raghalleigh & Gilligan (2010) showed that having social
contacts and relationships with friends, social workers and care givers has a positive impact on the
wellbeing of UMAs. More specifically, the study of Sierau et al. (2019) found that higher perceived
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social support decreases the risk of developing mental disorders. Oppedal & Idsoe (2015) mentioned
the indirect effect of social support, finding that it contributes to a better mental health by lower levels
of perceived discrimination. Having social contacts and doing activities helps UMAs to avoid feeling
distressed (Ní Raghallaigh & Gilligan, 2010; Groark et al., 2010).
Friends/peers
Having contact with friends and peers can help UMAs to cope with the problems they face. Being with
friends can help UMAs to distract them from their current and past problems, serving as a coping
strategy (Ní Raghallaigh & Gilligan, 2010; Goark et al., 2010). A case of a single UMA showed that the
accommodation can create meaning and a sense of belonging for an UMA. However, when friends left,
the feeling of being lonely and isolated affected his sense of belonging and well-being (Verdasco,
2020). This shows the relevance of social relationships within a particular place and the negative
influence of frequent reallocations.
Activities that enable to negotiate friendships
Having specific rituals in which UMAs can build relationships with peers, helps them to exercise agency
over their lives (Verdasco, 2020). For example, in the study of Verdasco a football contest organized
by the staff facilitated a shared participation in a particular activity over an extended period of time,
allowing for the creation of so called ‘consociate relations’. By participating in an activity together,
relationships occur that surpass the boundaries of different languages or cultural backgrounds. The
created ‘weak ties’ with other youth and staff members, enables UMAs to endure the uncertainties in
their lives (Verdasco, 2020).
Income security
Having income security a has positive effect on the wellbeing of unaccompanied minors and social
contacts can be of importance for this. The ethnographical researcher Verdasco (2020) pointed out
that having social contacts enables minors to rely on friends when they are in need of money, knowing
they will help each other out. Also receiving financial support from their country of origin can have a
positive impact on the wellbeing of UMAs, although it can be a stressor for some minors as well (Hynek
et al., 2020).
Staff members
The importance of support from staff members was highlighted by several studies. Sierau et al. (2019)
found that a high level of perceived mentor support among UMAs diminishes the risk for depression
and anxiety. Verdasco (2020) observed the importance of getting to know staff members, because this
enables the staff them to help UMAs and correct their behaviour when needed.
Family
Having a family member living in the host country has a positive impact on the self-reported
psychological wellbeing of UMAs, and is associated with less behavioural problems (Bean et al., 2007).
Hynek et al. (2020) supported this, pointing out that family reunification can have a positive impact on
the wellbeing of unaccompanied minors, because it gives them future perspective. Even when the
family is not in the same country as the minor, having contact with their family has a direct impact on
depression, as significantly lower depression rates among UMAs with family contact show (Oppedal &
Idsoe, 2015). UMAs who have contact with their family report more social support from others
(Oppedal & Isdoe, 2015). Sierau et al. (2019) noted that UMAs with family support received
significantly more social support from peers and mentors than UMAs without family contact, showing
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the relevance of having secure, trusting relationship again, since it can influence the other relationships
one has.
Contextual resources
In addition to the above mentioned resources, there were other resources identified that also have a
positive effect of the well-being of the minor. These are called ‘contextual resources’ because they are
influenced by the broader societal context of the minor (micro- and mesosystem in Bronfenbrenner’s
(1977) ecological model).
Having legal certainty
Having legal certainty was reported as a resource by several studies. It gives minors future perspective
and something to work towards (e..g Bean et al, 2007; Hynek et al., 2020). Unlike the resources that
come from the social environment of the minors, this is something they have no influence on. It links
to the finding that uncertainty about the future is a major stressor for many minors.
Accommodation and number of reallocations
Having sufficient accommodation and not being transferred from place to place all the time, has a
positive effect on the wellbeing of unaccompanied minors. Hynek et al. (2020) found that the size of
the accommodation, as well as number of roommates have impact on the wellbeing of UMAs (Hynek
et al., 2020). UMAs who live in foster care have less mental and behavioural problems than those living
in larger living group arrangements (Bronstein et al., 2013).
Availability of care
Another factor that can be placed in the mesosystem of the unaccompanied minor is social, physical
and mental care provision. Several studies showed the relevance of good mental health care for
unaccompanied minors, since many of them suffer from pre-migration traumatic events (Keles, 2018).
The study of Müller et al. (2019) documented that a lack of mental health care for UMAs has a negative
impact on their wellbeing. According to Vervliet et al. (2014), also insufficient medical care was
reported as stressor that increased over time among UMAs. On the contrary, the positive effects of
good mental health care were also investigated. UMAs who had received any form of mental care in
the host country had significantly less mental health issues than those who hadn’t received any form
of mental health care (Bean et al., 2007). The study of Hynek et al. (2020) confirmed that access to and
utilization of care facilities, such as psychological treatment or public hospital treatments in the host
country influence the mental health of UMAs positively. The effect of health care was also found for
social care. Having access to and utilization of social counselling and care such as legal advice or
educational assistance, proved to have a positive impact on the mental wellbeing of UMAs (Hynek et
al., 2020).

1.2.3 Conclusion

Unaccompanied minor asylum seekers experience many stressors in their daily life. The lack of
certainty over their future, together with being disrupted from their home country and experiencing
daily hassles such as communication problems, are factors that impact the life of UMAs severely.
Unaccompanied minors manage by finding continuity by performing cultural and religious activities.
By adapting to the host society, they regain control over their lives. Social relationships and activities
are of major importance to help UMAs cope with their current situation, serving as a distraction
mechanism, helping them to adapt, and giving them future perspective. Other resources that influence
the wellbeing of UMAs positively are sufficient accommodation and good mental, social and physical
care.
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Part 2: Empirical research
2.1 |Methodology
2.1.1 Research approach

In order to understand the life of unaccompanied minor asylum seekers in the Netherlands, empirical
research was carried out. Letting participants talk about their personal experiences gave insight in how
the participants perceived the world. This means that the focus of the interview questions was on how
the respondents themselves experienced their living or working environment. Interviews were carried
out with unaccompanied minor asylum seekers and their mentors. Doing the interviews with the
mentors in advance enabled the researcher to get an understanding of the situation and possible
sensitive topics, before interviewing the minors themselves.
To give the interview questions a clear focus, the social ecological approach of Bronfenbrenner was
used in the interviews with mentors of unaccompanied minors, allowing to cover most of the
environmental factors in the lives of the UMAs. Also interviews with unaccompanied minors were
carried out, and these questions were mostly based on the GGRs from the salutogenic model. In
addition to general questions about the lives of the UMAs, there were some questions that specifically
focussed on what made them happy, and what they liked to do to forget their worries.

2.1.2 Research setting

Due to the corona measures at the time of the interviews, it was not possible to visit the KWV. Instead,
it was decided to carry out the interviews online, using ZOOM or WhatsApp video calling. It is expected
that that influenced the amount of participants, because the minors might be less eager to speak to a
person they haven’t met before or might not motivated to participate in a research online.

2.1.3 Participants

The research population consisted of UMAs between 15 and 18 years old living in the Netherlands.
Three participants from the research population were recruited together with four mentors, who work
with unaccompanied minors on a daily basis. Participants were recruited via a contact person who
worked as a behavioural scientist for COA at the same KWV. To ensure ethical justice in the research,
ethical approval was provided by the ethical committee of the Wageningen School of Social Sciences
(WASS) (see appendix 2). The ethical considerations in this research are based on the paper of Nahid
Ferdousi, Children as Research Subjects: The Ethical Issues (Ferdousi, 2015).
A letter of information about the interviews with the unaccompanied minors was presented to Nidos,
the guardian organisation, who gave consent to carry out the research. After that, a letter of
information was sent to the mentors who worked at the KWV that explained the aim of the research,
what will happen, what is being asked of the minor, that he or she may withdraw at any time, and that
the data would be processed anonymously. The mentor discussed this letter with the minor, after
which the minor could agree to participate. Because negative experiences with interaction with
authorities from their past can make UMAs suspicious of written consent forms (Seedat et al., 2004),
the minor only had to give oral consent to the researcher before the start of the interview. The letters
with information for the participants and the consent forms can be found in the appendix. It cannot
always be guaranteed that during the interviews the minors might be reminded of their traumatic past,
and therefore that the interview might cause harm (Seedat et al., 2004). Therefore, it was agreed with
the mentor that at any moment when the researcher would have a suspicion that the safety or well-
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being of the UMA might be adversely affected, the research would be put on halt until the issue had
been taken care of. Fortunately, this was not needed during the interviews.
The mentors that participated in the study received a letter of information and gave oral consent at
the start of the interview. The aim of the research was explained, and thy were told that they could
withdraw at any time and that the data would be processed anonymously.
List of respondents
UMAs
Name 1
Interview 1
Kai
Interview 2
Hassan
Interview 3
Ahmed

Home country
Sierra Leone
Syria
Syria (Kurdistan)

Mentors
Interview 4
Interview 5
Interview 6
Interview 7

female
male
male
female

Mentor
Mentor
Mentor
Mentor

Age
16
15
17

Duration of stay
6 months
6 months
7 months

Language
English
Arabic
Arabic

2.1.4 Interviews

In-depth interviews with four mentors of unaccompanied minors took place in December 2020. Based
on the interviews, the researcher learned about the living situation of UMAs, answering research
question two. The interviews with the mentors also answered part of research question three, which
was about identifying resources in the daily life of UMAs. The interviews were semi-structured and
took about an hour. Three of the respondents were interviewed during their working hours at the
KWV, one of the respondents was interviewed in the evening when she was at home, because it was
too busy at the KWV to have the interview during her working hours. All interviews were carried out
digitally, using ZOOM or WhatsApp video calling.
At the beginning of March 2021, three UMAs participated in in-depth semi-structured interviews. The
researcher asked mainly open questions, to ensure that the minor did not feel pushed to give certain
answers. The topics that were discussed in the interview were based on the ecological framework
applied to the situation of minor asylum seekers, and on resistance resources that were identified in
literature and that came up during the interviews with the mentors. Sensitive topics were avoided for
the sake of the minor. The interviews were carried out digitally, using WhatsApp video calling. One of
the interviews were carried out in Dutch, two in Arabic, with use of an interpreter. The interpreter was
an Arabic university student who spoke the Syrian dialect, and had experience with working with Syrian
refugees in her home country (Jordan). The interviews with the boys were all carried out using
WhatsApp video calling.

2.1.5 Data analysis

After data collection the interviews were all transcribed verbatim style. The transcripts were
summarized by the researcher to get a feeling with the data, and then coded bottom-up using Atlas.ti.
During the coding process, a distinction was made between stressors and resources in the daily life of
unaccompanied minors. The resources were grouped based on the outcomes of the literature
research, namely: cultural identity, adapting to the host society, activities and social support.

1

The names of the unaccompanied minors are pseudonyms.
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2.2 | Results
The life of an unaccompanied minor might not seem very different from his Dutch peers on first sight.
However, one has to realize that that young asylum seekers live in a constant state of uncertainty
about their future and feel the pressure to gain their residence permit on a daily basis. Note that most
things are based on a normal situation – that is: how it was before the COVID-19 pandemic – unless it
is indicated otherwise. First, a description of the daily life of unaccompanied minors will be given. Then,
the experiences of the minors will be described, ending with the experiences of the mentors.

2.2.1 Daily life of unaccompanied minor asylum seekers in the Netherlands

The unaccompanied minors who live at the KWV go to school, have hobbies such as sports, and spent
much time behind their smartphone. On an average day, the boys are wakened by the staff in the
morning. The mentors set the table for a joint breakfast and send them off to school, the international
switching class (ISK). When the boys return to the KWV from school around 3:00 p.m., there is time to
do homework, with which they are usually assisted by a mentor or volunteer. When the boys are not
occupied with homework they are free to do their own thing. They might go to the supermarket to buy
groceries for diner, hang out with friends, or go to the sports club. The mentors are often present in
the living area of the KWV. They are there to help minors with everyday practicalities, such as
reminding them of appointments or helping them with cooking dinner. Much of the time they spend
with the minors is about building trust. Playing games together in the living room, having breakfast
together and just being present enables them to have informal conversations about life and build a
relationship with them. At the end of the day there is a moment called seinen (trans. signalling) when
the mentors check whether everybody is home. When a boy has not shown his face for two days he
has to be reported ‘missing’. During seinen the mentors hand out mail and when the minors have
anything to discuss with the mentor there is time to have a talk.
Every minor has one specific mentor assigned to him, his ‘head mentor’. This means that with that
specific mentor, the minor has a formal moment of contact together with an interpreter once in a
while. It is dependent on the situation and preferences of the minor how often these conversations
take place, but usually they take place every two to three weeks. Together with his or her pupil the
mentor formulates goals on the pupils self-development, and the mentor checks in on this minor a bit
more regularly then on the others. One has to be aware that mentors work in shifts. That means that
there is quite a large group of staff around, but never simultaneously.
The main goal of the boys living at the KWV is to gain a residence permit. For that they need the help
of their guardian, who is their lawful representative. Besides being involved in the application
procedure, the guardian is also responsible for other juridical issues. The minor needs permission from
the guardian if he wants to leave the KWV for a few days, for example to visit a friend or a relative.
When the minor gets in touch with the police the guardian gets involved, as well as with various
practicalities, such as opening a bank account. Specifically at the KWV where this research took place,
the minors often have little prospect on a future in the Netherlands, what sets its stamp on everything
in their lives. Still, they find meaning, create continuity and build relationships despite their
uncertainties.
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2.2.2 Experiences of unaccompanied minor asylum seekers

During the second wave of the COVID-19 pandemic in February 2021, three unaccompanied minors
were interviewed. Based on their specific situation, unaccompanied minor asylum seekers may resort
to different coping mechanisms. To give a bit of insight in the differences between the respondents,
first a brief introduction of the three minors will be given. Hopefully this will help the reader to put the
stressors and resources in perspective which will be described in the rest of the chapter.

Introducing the minors

Kai is a boy of 16 years old from Sierra Leone. Although it might be attributed to the setting – the
interview was held by means of a video-connection – he comes across as a reserved person. He seems
to give honest answers during the interview but does request to skip some personal questions. Kai’s
future is very uncertain because he does not know whether or not he can stay in the Netherlands.
Because of his reservedness, it is not clear whether or not he is in touch with his family members. Kai
has no friends in the Netherlands, the only boy he considers to be a friend in this country, he has only
met twice.
Hassan, a Syrian boy who is 15 years of age, lives at the KWV together with his cousin. He has just
heard that he will receive a residence permit for the Netherlands. He has the wish to work on his future
here. After he had completed his studies, he hopes to find a job that will enable him to support his
family.
Ahmed, a Kurdish, 17 year old boy from Syria, is a very open and outspoken person. He talks with a lot
of gestures and is not afraid to show his frustration or share about his personal experiences. He does
not have a clear future perspective. He is still in the procedure of having interviews with the IND and
just like Kai, he is not certain of a future in the Netherlands.

Resources

The minors describe several stressors they experience. The stressors are about worries concerning
their future and difficulties when trying to adapt. During the interviews the researcher did not ask
direct questions about stressors. That means that the issues that are described in this section might
not give a complete picture of the stress experiences of the minors, since the results only show what
the minors chose to share themselves.
Uncertainty
Living in a situation in which their lives are ‘on hold’, and not knowing what the future will bring,
impacts the lives of unaccompanied minors. Ahmed described that he does not know what he wants
for his future, because he does not have a clear perspective of where he will be.
“I might want to continue studying, I might not, I am not so sure about that (…) for
now, I am not so sure what I want to do, because before getting the residence
permit, I feel unstable, and uncertain of my future. But when I get the residence
permit, than I can start clearly thinking of what I want to do.” (Ahmed, interview 3)
When Kai was asked what he wished for the future, he too did not have concrete plans, other than: “[I
wish for] a better life” (Kai, interview 1). This indicates that he feels a lack of control in his current
situation.
Even though Hassan had received a residence permit recently, he still feels a lack of control over his
situation when it concerns his family.
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“My family is in Syria at the moment, so I am only thinking about them, if they do
not come here, I will not be able to change my life.” (Hassan, interview 2)
Acculturation hassles
Getting used to the new customs and culture of the host country, can be difficult for UMAs. Minors
sometimes miss the overall feeling of belonging they were used to in the collective community they
come from. Ahmed talked about what he missed in Dutch culture.
“Dutch people do not visit each other, or see each other often. For example in my
home village, we had neighbours over all the time, just family members visiting
each other and spending time with each other all times. (…) I miss that. Being with
each other I think it was quite lovely, just being around people and family members
visiting at all times. Here, they barely know each other, and when someone is
eighteen, then he just goes out on his own. And everybody is doing their own thing,
being independent. (…) Maybe I will get used to it.” (Ahmed, interview 3)
Here, Ahmed is referring to the system there is at the KWV – when a minor gains a residence permit,
or when he turns eighteen, he is transferred to a small-scale shelter (KSO) or a regular AZC respectively.
His words show that this system can be difficult for the minors, they miss the feeling of connectiveness
because of it. Furthermore, the minors mentioned that it is often not easy to get in touch with Dutch
peers, and the fact that the sports clubs were closed due to the corona measures, didn’t make it easier.
Ahmed told he was open to meeting Dutch peers, but that he stumbled upon a wall when he tried to
make contact with them.
“So talking about the people that I met here, when I was playing football outside,
to be honest, most of the Dutch boys that I tried to have contact with, I noticed that
most of them are very cold and distant. They don’t interact much, they just play
football without making contact, without making a joke, so I tried making jokes
with them, they are not very interactive, they just play football. But they are very
helpful. All the Dutch people that he met here they help me a lot. But other than
that I have the feeling I can’t really interact, and they’re cold.” (Ahmed, interview
3)
Also practical issues can impact the lives of UMAs. According to Kai, mentors did not always had much
time to help them individually. This can impede them to get the help they need.
“Most of the time they [the mentors] are (…) working in the office. We are many
here, so they cannot have time for all the one person at the moment.” (Kai,
interview 1)
COVID-19
The COVID-19 pandemic influenced the lives of the unaccompanied minors at the KWV in many ways.
The minors were not able to do certain activities such as sports or visiting friends. When the last
interview took place, there was a COVID outbreak at the location. Because of that all the boys had to
stay in their room, limiting their activities even more. Some of the minors isolate themselves when
they have to stay at home. All of the boys in the interviews mentioned that because of the virus, they
were restricted in their activities.
“…now, with the corona they [the mentors] are not being cooperative, so now we
are not allowed to do much.” (Ahmed, interview 3)
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“If it wasn’t for the virus, I would be spending more time in the park, playing sports.
Now, the football court we used to play is closed, and the sport centre is closed as
well.” (Hassan, interview 2)
Moreover, it is often difficult to motivate the boys at all when they have to do all their schoolwork at
home. It is hard for them to see the relevance of school, as the following citation illustrates:
“I only spend a maximum of one hour and a half, two hours at school, what seems
irrational, because it takes 20 mintues by going, and 20 minutes by going back, I
need more hours to be at school, to learn the language, to learn new things. (…) I
don’t follow online classes, because I feel highly unmotivated to do so. Being not
able to go outside, and being locked in discourages me to follow online classes. Not
to mention it is very easy to get distracted following online classes, you stumble
upon Youtube, you stuble upon something else.” (Ahmed, interview 3)
Even when the regulations are understood by the boys, they do not all believe in their relevance, what
can make it difficult to convince them to comply.
“Basically I don’t believe in this corona thing. Everybody is locked inside, I mean up
to [the age of] 60 or 70, we are going to die anyway, so why are we locking ourselves
in because of this?” (Ahmed, interview 3)

Resources

Despite the uncertainty the minors live in, the interviews showed that they exercise control over their
lives in different ways. They seek distraction and exercise agency through sports, get practical support
from their mentors, seek continuity by staying connected to their cultural identity, and gain positive
energy from listening to music or calling with family members. As Ahmed expressed nicely:
“Basically I can’t control my future (…) but I can control myself. I can control myself
not to smoke weed, or not to drink, I am controlling myself. If I want to do
something, I do it because I want to, not because I don’t want to.” (Ahmed,
interview 3)
Cultural identity
Having a clear cultural identity supports the wellbeing of a person. Music and food were both topics
that the minors mentioned to be important in relation to their home culture. All the three boys that
were interviewed indicated to listen to music that reminded them of their home country. Similarly,
two of them mentioned they sometimes cooked dishes that reminded them of home.
Religion
Also in religion, minors find meaning and create continuity. One of the boys who is engaged in religious
practices, is Hassan. He likes to visit the mosque regularly, and for him it is a source of familiarity and
it reminds him of his life ‘back home’. Ahmed indicated he is a religious person, but he does not follow
all the rituals as much as he used to do. Still religion is a resource that gives him peace when times
become tough.
For others, religion might remind them of their past in a negative way. By renouncing religion, they
distance themselves from their past and act as independent agents, giving them a sense of control
over their lives. This is the case for Kai. He has distanced himself from religion even though he has an
Islamic background.
29

“Well for me, I’m from an Islamic family. Allbody [everybody] used to tell be about
Islam. But, I just don’t know why, it is not what I am seeing, so for me religion issue,
is not my problem.” (Kai, interview 1)
Adapting
Unaccompanied minors have to find their way in the Netherlands, and even though their home culture
can be of great importance, this means that the minors have to adapt to new habits, values, and
traditions. Kai, Hassan and Ahmed all indicated that they appreciated the help they received from their
mentors in finding their way in their life in the Netherlands. They were very much interested in other
cultures and are eager to learn from others.
“If I meet a stranger, I just like to take time into their habits, their culture, their
personalities, because I meet different people here from different countries. (…) I
try to learn from them” (Ahmed, interview 3)
In the adaption process, it helps unaccompanied minors to know the Dutch language. For many of
them it is the main motivation to attend school. Also outside school minors learn the language in
different ways. For example, Kai liked to practice his Dutch language skills by listening to Dutch music
and Hassan sees the joint breakfasts at the KWV as an opportunity to practice his language skills.
“I like that I meet different kinds of people. Some people don’t speak Arabic, so we
try to speak Dutch with them and we have conversations with different people.”
(Hassan, interview 2)
Social network
As the literature showed, social relationships can be of great importance for UMAs. This proved to be
true for Kai, Hassan and Ahmed. Peers, family and their mentors helped them to gain control over their
lives in different ways. Of course, the individual character and situation of an unaccompanied minor
plays an important role when it concerns building relationships. Some boys are more extroverted than
others, some might be strongly disappointed in past relationships, what makes it difficult for them to
build new friendships. Boys might also end up with ‘wrong’ friends, who lead them to engage in bad
habits or get them in trouble. For example by engaging in shop theft or dealing drugs. Not being able
to trust others completely, doesn’t always impede minors to build friendships. An example of a minor
who seems to be confident about his friendships, is Hassan:
“…if I meet someone and that person is good, then why wouldn’t I trust him?”
(Hassan, interview 2).
Hassan lives at the KWV with a relative, his cousin, and he is in touch with his family members regularly.
It is possible that it is easier for him to trust others, because he has a strong foundation in trusting
relationships because of his family. This seems to be different for Kai. He has almost no friends in the
Netherlands, and he acknowledges that “For me now it is very hard to trust someone” (Kai, interview
1).
Roommates
Being able to communicate with your roommate makes life easier for the minors, since their roommate
is the person who they see most often. Still, individual cases show that every minor has a different
relationship with his roommate. Kai for example, preferred to have a room on his own, currently he
did not have much contact with his roommates. Hassan preferred to have just one roommate. In his
case, this might be because his current roommate was his cousin and his best friend. They shared meals
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together and did activities together. Ahmed liked spending time with his roommates and do activities
together even though he did not have a very close bond with them.
Family
For some minors, being in touch with their family is an important resource that gives them positive
energy. Having a good relationship with you family, strengthens the heritage culture identity and gives
the minors a sense of belonging. Hassan told that being in contact with his family is a great source for
stress relief.
“I feel some sort of relief or extraction when I call my uncle and talk to him often. I
call my gandfather too, I call my grandmother as well. Sometimes I call my cousins,
sometimes I spend time with them and that helps me greatly.” (Hassan, interview
2)
Mentor support
UMAs receive practical support from the mentors at the KWV. The tasks of the mentors mainly involve
assisting the minors in day-to-day activities and helping them in handling daily hassles. In general the
boys were positive about the work of the mentors. They liked it that they helped them with language
barriers and making appointments.
“We don’t know the language here, so the mentors kind of do these things for us,
like booking an appointment with the doctor and what not.” (Hassan, interview 2)
Mentors can also be role models for the boys, by giving an example in how to be good at certain things.
Ahmed was inspired to start boxing because one of the mentors at his previous accomodation used to
be a boxer. It gives him an example of how he wants to become and a feeling of working towards
something.
“One of the mentors was boxing player. When I could see the way he moved the
way he did boxing, I found it very cool. So I started with boxing after that.” (Ahmed,
interview 3)
Activities
During the day there are different ways in which unaccompanied minors find distraction or feel
connected to others. Having breakfast and getting to know other minors, going to school to learn the
Dutch language and having hobbies such as sports and music help unaccompanied minors to cope with
difficulties they experience during their life in the Netherlands.
Breakfast
Since a few months the mentors prepare breakfast at the KWV, which the minors can enjoy together.
This moment creates a feeling of bonding that unaccompanied minors often miss. It is a moment where
the minors get the opportunity to get to know the others, practice their Dutch language skills, and
learn from other cultures.
“Well, actually, we are all here, we are a family here, so next to having breakfast
together, brilliant. For me, I don’t have any problem there.” (Kai, interview 1)
School
Education is experienced differently by every minor. For some, school serves as a distraction
mechanism, that helps them to cope with stress. These boys usually go to school every day. Boys like
Hassen enjoy learning new things and are motivated to learn the Dutch language.
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“Mostly I enjoy the process of learning the Dutch language of course. So I am able
to communicate with other people” (Hassan, interview 2)
However, others minors hardly go to school because they lack motivation. Ahmed mentioned that he
was not interested in the topics that were addressed at school.
“For arts, I am not interested in arts or being an artist. For math courses, I am not
very interested. I only want to learn the language. (…) And now I have interviews
with the IND, so I don’t really have time to attend school” (Ahmed, interview 3)
PlayStation
After school and in the weekends the minors have much time in which they have to occupy themselves.
Especially since the restricted corona measures, school activities are limited to a few hours a week,
what leaves the minors with much time they mostly spend inside the accommodation. Within the
house the PlayStation in the living room is very popular among the boys. Kai confirmed this, he liked
to be in the living room, because he could play FIFA with other boys in the house. Also Hassan liked to
play FIFA with the other boys in the living room. They both mentioned they were practicing their skills,
since they weren’t used to playing FIFA before they moved to the KWV.
“[I play] with anybody who would come here. Yeah. We always play together. Like
we give controller, like you play, you might get someone, you lose, and you give the
controller to another person.’’ (Kai, interview 1)
Although the living room was a place where usually a lot of interaction takes place, now being in the
living room can be experienced as inconvenient, because it can become busy, which is not allowed.
“...it is better to remain in my bedroom to avoid problems and people especially
now with corona.” (Hassan, interview 2)
Social media
Inside the house the internet seems to be one of the few things that gives unaccompanied minors
some distraction. They spend much time in their bedrooms, occupied with their smartphone or laptop,
for example by watching videos on YouTube. From the interviews it became clear that this was not
necessarily the preference of the minors, but there were little other options. For example, Ahmed
prefers to pick a place outside the house, especially when it is sunny – which is a rarity in the
Netherlands, as he indicated.
Social media is an important medium for the boys to keep in touch with their social network. The boys
who are in touch with family and friends outside the Netherlands all keep in touch using social media.
Some use social media as a means to get in contact with others, and hope it even can act as a resource
to find a job so they can earn some money.
“… I don’t have too much of friends. I don’t have friends here right now, the only
person I used to talk with is not in this space, is not in this community. Like, I only
met two times, we see each other. He gave me some links, as for jobs, have more
finance, all the link is on facebook, facebook, facebook, so that is why I want to join
facebook.” (Kai, interview 1)
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Sports
Outside the KWV, sports can be a great way to release negative energy, it can serve as a distraction
mechanism and give minors something to work towards. Kai, Hassan and Ahmed all three mentioned
that they enjoyed doing sports with others because of various reasons, as the citations below illustrate.
“It’s been my hobby since a long time ago. I used to play football when I was back
in Syria, I had a team with my friends, so this, this has been my hobby since a long
time ago.” (Hassan, interview 2)
“What makes me happy? Well, just as I told you before, when I am the basketball
court, I forget about all my worries. Yeah. At that moment I am happy.”(Kai,
interview 5)
“But in general [I like] being active and doing sports. I like all sports in general,
volleyball as well. But being active is a good thing. It is healthy, you know. (…) It is
definitely good for the mental state. It is a very good outlet for the negative energy.
(…) For example when I am home I am bored, I am restless, I will keep feeling bored
and restless, but when I go out and do sports and come home after four hours, I feel
a sense of achievement, that I have done something.” (Ahmed, interview 3)
Music
Unaccompanied minors often listen to music from their home culture because that is music they are
familiar with and they can understand what is said. For others, music can be a distraction mechanism,
that helps them to derive their thoughts from feelings of negativity, or they use Dutch music to help
them learn the language.
“I like the beat, the Syrian vibe, and the fact that I can understand what is being
said in the Syrian language” (Hassan, interview 2)
“Like most of the other music I listen at times most to forget for, I forget about my
worries.” (Kai, interview 5)
“Whenever I am bored, or am sitting alone, I can just put on some music, start
learning some dance moves. I can also listen to Dutch music, and learn a few words
there and what not. So it is a good mood changer.” (Ahmed, interview 3)
COVID-19 pandemic
The pandemic affected the lives of the minors, but from the interviews it became clear that they
accepted the situation as it was, even though they did not like it. Being deprived of many activities, the
minors spend much of their time on their smartphones. For Kai, the pandemic was a reason to become
more active on social media, showing how he tries to take control over the situation.
“No, right now it is really hard to go out just like that. (..) most of the places are
closed, like the public area. So you see most of the offices. And that is one of the
reasons I want to open facebook right now. Because I, all places I can think I can
have, they are all closed by now. Al the thing, online, online, online. So that’s why I
want to open facebook.” (Kai, interview 1).
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2.2.3 Perspectives of mentors

Many of the results of the interviews with the unaccompanied minors were reflected in the stories of
their mentors. Most stressors and resources were already described by the minors themselves, such
as living in uncertainty and social support or the practical support of the mentors. More stressors could
be identified and cultural nuances were found in the resources the mentors described. In addition, the
mentors also described their personal difficulties in their work with unaccompanied minors.

Stressors
Uncertainty
In line with the findings of the interviews with the minors, a recurring theme in all the four interviews
with the mentors was the uncertain future of the minors. For their application procedure, an
unaccompanied minor sees his guardian at least once every three months, but some minors text their
guardian constantly, asking if there is any news concerning their application procedure because they
have this constant feeling of unrest about their future.
“That means that everything stands still for such a person. And when everything is
very vague, and when does my procedure start, and when do they start looking into
whether I can get a residence permit. And of course, when for example your parents
[are] in your heritage country, or maybe in surrounding countries which are unsafe,
or when it is unclear what happens with a parent, that can give a lot of stress of
course, that you have to wait constantly. And that gives much uncertainty, so that
is a major stressor.” (Mentor, interview 5)
“It is all, they are all very young ,and that is yes, what they go through. And that the
procedure takes so much time, that is terrible. You know, you should give them a
yes or no within three, four months, just not let them come and again a no, that is
just, I just find that very difficult to see (Mentor, interview 7)
Family
Uncertainty concerning the family can also be a source of stress for unaccompanied minors. One of
the mentors estimated that around 60% of the minors are in touch with one or more family members.
However, it is hard to know for sure because not all minors talk about their family. Some minors don’t
know where their family is, or even whether or not their parents are still alive. For some minors having
family contact can also be a stress factor because the family involved has high expectations of the
minor. They want to come to the Netherlands themselves by family reunification, or they want the
minor to send them money. This can give a lot of pressure on the minor.
Effects of stress
The current worries and past experiences of unaccompanied minors can weigh heavy on their
shoulders. They often suffer from sleeping problems, are not motivated to do anything or do not take
care of themselves. Some of the minors have a very negative attitude in general, are not willing to
listen, and scold on the mentors. In a few cases the minors can show aggressive behaviour, or another
form of lack of control over their emotions. Their worries effect the way they spend their day. For
example: they are supposed to go to school, but some may just refuse to leave their beds.
“…our youth, ehm, not all of them go to school, unfortunately. We try our best,
about half of the group goes to school, the other half doesn’t (…) When they don’t
go to school, they stay in their bed the whole morning. We check-in on them several
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times and try to stimulate them, but yeah, sometimes it works, sometimes it
doesn’t.” (Mentor, interview 7)
An explanation for such behaviour is that the traumatic experiences from the past of unaccompanied
minors impedes the learning itself, because minors find it difficult to focus at school, what demotivates
them to go at all. When boys are stuck in their application procedure and they know that their future
does not lie in the Netherlands, there is a lack of motivation because they don’t see the relevance of
learning Dutch.
The minors are at risk of getting in trouble in several ways. Some flee to substance use. Blowing, drugs
or alcoholism can get them in trouble with the police. Also depression symptoms can be severe. One
of the mentors described that auto mutilation can be a problem, even though she had not seen it
herself. Depressive feelings can even lead minors to wanting to kill themselves.
Daily hassles
In addition to the uncertainty and trauma UMAs have to deal with, they face daily hassles, which can
be related to the accommodation, difficulties with peers or other persons, or acculturation hassles.
The effects of the pandemic too, created extra challenges in the lives of unaccompanied minors.
Accommodation
According to the mentors, the accommodation could be better for the UMAs. The building is old, there
is no good isolation, and a bit of extra paint on the wall would be better. This was not mentioned as a
major stressor, but it would help “…to make their lives a bit easier (Mentor, interview 4)” . Two mentors
mentioned that three beds in one room can be too much. Conflicts may arise because the boys might
not always understand each other, and is not as easy to keep everything clean. An example was given
that, when one of the boys is a messy person, this can cause irritation with the others. Of course, these
conflicts may also arise when just two boys share a room, but these are rare cases.
Acculturation hassles
During their stay in the Netherlands, issues can come up that lead to misunderstanding or confusion
for the minors. The staff deals with cultural misunderstandings by talking about the differences, and
they explain how things work in the Netherlands. For example, on the beach or in the media women
can be scarcely dressed in the Netherlands, which is something not all unaccompanied minors are used
to. The mentors have to explain that it is not meant to be provocative, but that is a freedom people
have in the Netherlands, and that they should not disrespect women because of how they are dressed.
Another thing the minors have to get used to is the time structure in the Netherlands. Sticking to a
planning can be very difficult for the boys. In addition, different ways of interacting can lead to
confusion, for example in making appointments:
“…in the Netherlands we are very direct, clear and ehm, but these youth, ehm, yes
sometimes you just see that they are not that open. When (…) they say ‘yes’, but
they do ‘no’.” (Mentor, interview 7)
Minors have appointments quite regularly, for example with the doctor, the dentist, to speak to one’s
lawyer, or at school. In the Netherlands, all has to happen on time. Because most of the boys are not
used to thinking about time in the same way, they arrive at appointments too late, or don’t go to them
at all. Therefore, the mentors spend much time reminding the boys of when they have to be where.
One of the mentors described that all these appointments together with the expectations from their
family back home, can be too much for a child.
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“Everybody is minding their business with their lives. It is too much. Too much
expectations. (Mentor, interview 7)”
Trust
One of the mentors mentioned that in order to help the minor it is important that he trusts you.
However, building a trust relationship can be rather difficult. The language and culture can be barriers
that make it hard to communicate about personal things. Moreover, all the mentors had the
experience that minors thought that they worked for the IND (which is responsible for their asylum
application procedure), and therefore they thought the staff could not be trusted. The mentors also
mentioned that certain minors might trust specific mentors more or less, which depends on whether
they have a ‘click’ or not, like having a shared interests.
COVID-19
COVID-19 impacted the daily life of the UMAs severely. Because of the restrictions due to the pandemic
the minors are grumpy, isolated and bored more often. Minors miss the distraction of regular activities
such as sports, and seeing friends. According to two mentors a few minors had more worries about
their family because they didn’t know where their family was and how their health situation was.
During the first lockdown in spring 2020, all the schools were closed, so all the minors to follow online
education at the KWV. Also during the second lockdown, most of school activities were done online,
even though the minors could go to school a few hours a week. The mentors expressed their difficulties
with that. Because many of the boys are not very capable digitally they need a lot of help. The
volunteers that usually help the minors with their homework are not allowed to come, what makes it
harder on the mentors to support the boys with homework. Also having to keep 1,5 metre distance
during homework supervision, makes it more difficult to support the minors.
The corona rules, not shaking hands and keeping 1,5 metre distance are often not followed by the
minors. Mentors mentioned this might have to do with age, but also has to do with their cultural
background. One example that was given, was how the Eritrean boys are used to having a lot of
physical interaction with each other. Not being allowed to shake hands is something completely
strange and unnatural to them. Also, they did not always understand the rules very well, due to
language barriers. One of the mentors described the following anecdote that illustrates this issue:
“…I had to explain him [pupil] the corona regulations. So together with a
interpreter, (…) I have tried to explain the boy an hour long ‘you need to keep
distance, you need to wear a face mask, ehm, you should actually not shake hands
anymore’, this and that. So I talked to the boy for an hour and he said ‘Okay, I get
it, I get it, I get it.’ Then he walks through the corridor after the talk, a friend of him
appears and he starts hugging him.” (Mentor, interview 5)
Difficulties mentorship
All four mentors said they experience difficulties in their work with the minors. They have many
different tasks, and that makes that they can be very busy, leaving them little time to spend with the
minors. Also the behaviour of the minors is sometimes hard to deal with. The minors are often not
very open about their worries or problems, what makes it difficult for the mentors to help them. Also
the language can lead to misunderstandings between the minors and the mentors.
One mentor expressed his difficulties when he needed to tell a minor that he was not allowed to stay
in the Netherlands. When they have turned eighteen, the boys need to leave the KWV. If they have a
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negative answer of the IND, that means they have nowhere to go. This becomes even more complex
when the government does not send people back to a certain country. This was the case for an Eritrean
boy. He was not allowed to stay, because he got a negative reply from the IND, but simultaneously,
the government does not provide him with a return ticket back to Eritrea because the government has
decided to not send people back to there. Also in cases when they are sent back to their home country,
it is very difficult to explain. The mentors wish the best for the minors, and have built a relationship
with them, what makes it hard to say goodbye and send them off to an unknown destination.

Resources

The mentors named many resources in the daily life of unaccompanied minors that help them cope
with the uncertainties they live in. Just as in the literature review and the stories of the minors, the
interviews with the mentors confirmed that the home culture is of importance to the minor and helps
him to find continuity and something familiar in his new life in the Netherlands. Eating and cooking
together are bonding activities that help unaccompanied minors to create relationships with peers and
mentors. Activities such as playing sports or doing games, serve as distraction mechanisms and give
minors something to work on. Having a network is an important resource for the minors, that helps
them to adapt to their life in the Netherlands. The importance of social support was also shown in the
positive impact of being in touch with family members.
Cultural identity
The mentors see that unaccompanied minors express their cultural identity in what they cook, what
music they listen to, what they eat, and in other habits they are simply used to. Showing interest in
their culture, and even more generally just talking about their culture creates a bond and is a comfort
to them. Aspects from their past are sources of familiarity, through which they find continuity in their
lives. One of the mentors described the relevance of the home culture as follows:
“Because it is the only thing you took with you is who you are yourself, where you
come from and what your own values are.” (Mentor, interview 4)
Another mentor mentioned an example about how this can also reflect in the clothing or
unaccompanied minors, some minors like to wear water shoes, even though Dutch people might find
that strange. Also in very short day-to-day conversations, the cultural background of the minors is
reflected, as the following example demonstrates:
“…like, when a boy has cooked a meal, and he walks by, so I say ‘enjoy your meal’,
and then they always reply with ‘come eat, come eat [with us]’ that is something
almost all cultures have, except the Dutch culture I think.” (Mentor, interview 6)
Not all boys are equally involved in their own culture. For example, Eritrean boys come from a culture
that is to a high degree different than the Dutch culture. This results into sticking to what they know,
and being more involved with their own cultural traditions and habits, while others might adapt more
easily to western culture. From their background, Eritrean boys are very much used to being together
in large groups, and they are used to touching each other. This can lead to a situation where they are
together with ten people in a small room, or they sleep together in one bed, even though they all have
their own bed. Another illustration on cultural differences between the Dutch and Eritrean culture that
was given by a mentor was the following:
“…in the Eritrean culture, when you have to pay something, it is common to go by
your friends and family to ask for some money. They would also give money
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themselves. For example, when someone has a fine, they all solve it together. I used
to have an Eritrean pupil, and he had to pay a fine, and he had saved a lot of money
with a lot of difficulty, and now he needed ten euro’s more. And I had to tell him
that even when my brother would have to pay a fine, I wouldn’t chip in, it simply
won’t happen.” (Mentor, interview 6)
Religion
As was also described by the minors themselves, the mentors confirmed that religious activities and
symbols are a source of familiarity to them. Religion creates continuity in their lives and is a bridge
between the past and the present. Many unaccompanied minors have a religious background and are
either Muslim or Christian. Religious festivities are often celebrated, even though mentors cannot
always keep track of the celebrations, as the following example demonstrates:
“All at once, they [the Eritrean boys] skip school and they say: ‘Yes it is a [religious]
holiday’, and I think ‘what, could you not have said that earlier? We could have
informed the school then. Ehm, yes but they don’t go often, yes some of the
Eritreans go to church on holidays. Ehm, it is usually very suddenly too. All at once,
all at once they all go to church.” (Mentor, interview 6)
According to one mentor, unaccompanied minors that are Muslim do not always visit the mosque, but
it happens. Still, even the boys who are not very active believers usually keep Ramadan. Keeping the
Ramadan, together with celebrating the Sugar Festival afterwards are elements that remind them of
their home culture and is part of ‘what they are used to’. Some unaccompanied minors have religious
symbols that are important to them. Especially Eritrean minors, who are mostly Eritrean orthodox
Christians, often wear a cross around their neck and have posters of Jesus hanging on their bedroom
wall. Just as the rituals, such symbols can be a source of familiarity and a reminder of their life back in
their home country. In addition to creating continuity religion can also have the function of helping
minors to accept the situation. It can help them give things a place, “That things happen for a reason”
(Mentor, interview 6). One of the mentors mentioned that some unaccompanied minors may have
renounced religion, because of negative experiences from their past, as was the case for Kai.
Adapting
As became clear from the interviews with the minors, they are open towards new cultures and learning
from other people. Also this finding was supported by the mentors.
“How it works in the Netherlands, how people interact with each other, they
[unaccompanied minors] want to learn about it. They are interested in our stories
on, ehm, how to make friends here, what do they eat in the Netherlands, how do
they deal with holidays, and yes, so they are interested yes. They are so interested,
they say, they want to marry a Dutch person for example.” (Mentor, interview 7)
The mentors mention that in order to help the minors to adapt and find their way in the Netherlands,
they learn how to become independent. One of the things the boys have to learn is how to handle
money. Every minor receives 57 euros each week, for which he has to buy food and clothes. Not all
boys find it easy to handle money, therefore it is the task of the mentor to help them with this. With
the U-pas (card of the municipality of Utrecht for less fortunate people) the minors are able to pay for
goods and services such as a bicycle or a membership at a sports club. Sometimes they get extra’s from
COA, for example with Christmas when there are presents. Boys can earn ten to fourteen euros extra
pocket money by doing some small tasks for COA. Some of the boys have an illegal job in the city. One
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mentor mentioned that the city has quite a large Afghan community, and using these contacts some
Afghan boys might get an illegal job at a restaurant, snack bar or sewing workshop. The minors are not
allowed to have a paying job, but for mentors it is hard to keep track of the minors as soon as they step
outside the door of the KWV.
Cooking
Another thing in which minors learn responsibility, is in learning how to cook. The minors are
responsible to cook for themselves and often they cook together with a roommate. Some boys do not
cook that often, but ‘free ride’ on the meals of others. Mentors often help the minors during cooking,
and once in the while there is an activity organised by the mentors, in which a mentor learns the boys
how to prepare a certain dish. It is a good way to build trust, by doing something, engaging with the
minor.
Activities
Being occupied is important for the minors, so they can think of other things than their worries of
getting a residence permit and family reunification. In addition, activities help them to adapt, because
they can learn the language and build social relationships through them.
School
According to the mentors, every minor has a different idea about going to school. Some enjoy it, others
don’t see the relevance, as was the case for Ahmed. School can be a resource for minors to build a
network. They can meet peers with whom they can become friends. However, because
unaccompanied minors go to an international school, they meet few autochthonous Dutch peers. Also
teachers can play an important role in the life of the minors. Some teachers are very much involved in
their life and can be one of the few persons a minor trusts. In cases when minors really are not
motivated to go to school, an alternative learning trajectory for the minors can be helpful to motivate
them to keep learning. An example of such a case was a boy who did a practical internship, where he
learned technical skills that he could use in the future – even if that would be outside the Netherlands.
Unfortunately, such positions are hard to find.
Sports
To give the minors something to do, and so that they have the opportunity to get to know more people,
minors can become member of a sport club. There is a wide variety of sports available for the minors.
Also near the KWV, the boys like to play football together. Unfortunately, due to the corona restrictions
it was not possible to do sports at the sports club for a while. Therefore, the mentors created a room
within the KWV where the minors could go do a workout an hour a day. Doing sports can give the
minor a feeling of being competent, which gives him a sense of meaning and purpose.
“…the boy was good at [playing football], it made him feel competent” (Mentor,
interview 6).
Music
In addition to sports, music can help minors to cope with feelings of negativity and may serve as a
distraction. A mentor gave the example of one boy who was very dedicated to learning how to play
the guitar. He would film it, and then send it to his family. Playing the guitar was something that helped
him cope by having something to focus on. For some boys, rapping and dancing are activities related
to music that they enjoy doing. Mainly hip-hop is a very popular music style among the unaccompanied
minors at the KWV.
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According to one of the mentors, music could really bring the boys of the group together, especially
those who speak the same language. They listen together to the same music when they hang out with
boys from the same culture. Another mentor said that she liked to use it to show interest in their
background. Music helps the mentors in building a trust relationship with the minors.
“…and sometimes when you just turn on some Arabic music, then they say: oh, how
do you know this, mentor? And they like it that you show interest in their culture
and music…” (Mentor, interview 7)
Activities organized by mentors
Once in the while, and especially during holidays, the mentors organize activities for the minors. They
mentioned that these activities serve as a distraction mechanisms for the minors and help them to
forget their difficulties for a short while. For example, they might go ice skating, or go to an attraction
park or the cinema. However, since the COVID-19 pandemic, many of these activities had to be
replaced for activities at the KWV, such as cooking in small groups, or watching a movie at home.
Social support
Having a social network can be a great resource for unaccompanied minors. They develop friendships,
learn from peers how to navigate in the Netherlands, gain positive energy from being in touch with
family members, and receive guidance from mentors at the KWV and teachers at school. In most cases,
minors become friends with peers who have the same ethnic background, or who at least speak the
same language. This is not surprising, since communication is easier with people you can actually
understand. Peers with the same cultural background also fall in the category of people minors trust
most, according to the mentors. Unfortunately, unaccompanied minors usually have few safe and
trusting relationships in the Netherlands. When the mentors talked about building relationships with
unaccompanied minors, they all mentioned that most of the boys have problems with trusting people.
Even close friends or roommates are rarely trusted for 100% according to one mentor, which usually
has to do with past experiences when their trust was betrayed.
Roommates
When asking the mentors with whom the minors had close contact, all of them mentioned the
roommate. When mentors assign a room to a newcomer they take into account the language and
cultural background of the minor, what facilitates communication between the minors. In many cases
roommates share their meal together, and develop strong friendships, sometimes even despite
different cultural and ethnic backgrounds or religion. Some minors prefer a room on their own, like
was the case for Kai, but others like to have a roommate because it reduces the feeling of loneliness.
Roommates can be a great social support for the minors at the KWV. Boys who share a room together
often develop friendships, and can be a great help in finding the way in the new environment. One
mentor described such a bond he had observed between two boys. The older boy took care of a
younger newcomer. They played computer games together and shared the meal, but were also fine
with leaving each other alone at times. The mentor described the relationship as follows:
“That is a cool, strong boy, who helped the weaker boy, stood up for him. It is nice
to see that happen.” (Mentor, interview 6)
External network
For the minors it is important to gain a so called ‘external network’. At a certain point, the boys have
to leave the accommodation and it is good to have developed a social support system outside the KWV
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when that moment comes. The mentors try to support minors in creating such an external network by
letting them join a sports club, or by voluntary projects.
There are a few voluntary projects which bring unaccompanied minors in contact with autochthonous
Dutch people. Some boys have a ‘buddy’, which is a person of their age with whom they can go for a
walk, spend time together, or who helps them with their homework. Another project is the host-family
project which was very successful according to the mentors. In this project a minor is assigned a host
family which he can visit about once a week. He can join with regular family activities through which
he learns the Dutch language and culture and he builds relationships. Examples that were mentioned
by the mentors of things the boys might do with their host family are staying there for a weekend,
celebrating Christmas together or visiting an attraction park. Host families can serve as a distraction
mechanism, and minors can regain some energy. As one of the mentors stated: “…they become part
of the family…” (Mentor, interview 3). According to another mentor, this project was very successful
because of the safe, small family setting the boy becomes part of, as the following statement clarifies:
“…because every boy needs a hug, warmth, homy warmth, get it? And, ehm, that is
something every boy needs, how cool or big he might be…” (Mentor, interview 4)
Family
Having contact with their family can have a great positive influence on the wellbeing of unaccompanied
minors, what supports the story of Hassan, who mentioned he likes to call his relatives. A mentor
described the positive effect of family contact it as follows:
“Often when, for example, a boy says ‘I spoke to my mother, I spoke to my father’,
that such a person, yes sometimes it is the case that they haven’t spoken to each
other for a week or two, or maybe even longer, but when, yes when they speak to
each other again, that they suddenly feel better…” (Mentor, interview 5)
Mentor support
In many practical issues, the mentors at the KWV replace the role of parents for the unaccompanied
minors. They try to be present as much as possible, to foster the feeling of safety for the minors.
“That they know that you are there, that it is safe, that it feels good. If something
might happen, it becomes easier for them to share it with us. That they get the
feeling that we are there for them.” (Mentor, interview 4)
Role models
Having role models in their lives can give minors future perspective and something to work on. Minors
often keep in touch with friends whom they know from the KWV, but got a residence permit and now
live elsewhere in the Netherlands. They are attracted to people who come from the same situation as
they are in know and have received a residence permit. These people are seen as role models by the
minors and give them hope for the future.
Coping with COVID-19
All of the mentors mentioned that the boys coped well with the effects of the pandemic. They found
support with each other:
“Despite the fact that, they are anyway, they are much on their own in that sense,
and luckily they can visit each other on the group and they can visit each other. And
they also hug each other in this.” (Mentor, interview 4)
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Besides seeking comfort with each other, the minors sought contact with other friends by video calls
and messaging. The mentors did their best to organise ‘corona proof’ activities. According to the
mentors, the pandemic seemed not to affect them very strongly. One of the mentors described the
coping of the minors with the pandemic as follows:
“But I am surprised by how well they coped with it. Later I thought, maybe it makes
sense, because their life is in waiting anyway. Because all these boys are in
litigation, or they have finished litigation (…) they are waiting anyway. (…) They
handled it rather well.” (Interviewee 6, mentor)

2.2.4 Conclusion

The stories of the minors and of the mentors confirmed the findings from the literature review. UMAs
experience much uncertainty in their lives, together with acculturation hassles. In addition, it was
found that there are differences between minors based on their cultural background. For example,
Eritrean boys might find it harder to adapt, because they come from a place that is very different than
the Netherlands. Also the resources found resemble those mentioned in previous chapters. Cultural
identity, adaption capacity, social support and activities are important for UMAs to maintain their wellbeing. According to the mentors, the effects of the pandemic are there, but the minors are very capable
to cope with the changed circumstances.
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Discussion
This study aimed to identify psychosocial resources in the environment of unaccompanied minor
asylum seekers in the Netherlands and underlying mechanisms that help them cope with difficulties in
their daily life. In both the literature review and empirical research it was found that future perspective,
a clear (cultural) identity and adaption capacity are of utmost importance for unaccompanied minors
to maintain their psychological wellbeing. Yet, even when these factors are in place, UMAs future
prospects remain uncertain.
Stressors of UMAs are (1) living in uncertainty, because it is unclear if they will get a residence permit
or will be reunited with their family or not; (2) flight related stressors, such as trauma from their past
or acculturation difficulties, like getting used to an individualistic society; (3) daily hassles, such as
communication problems due to acculturation, or difficulties between roommates. Despite the
presence of these stressors, (a) unaccompanied minors create continuity by engaging in activities that
remind them of their home country. (b) They try to adapt to the Dutch culture which helps them
manage their new life in the Netherlands. (c) They also gain future perspective by engaging in sports
and looking to role models. All these mechanisms are supported by their social network: being
connected through social media, the COA staff organising activities and helping them to learn the
Dutch language. The corona pandemic has affected the lives of UMAs by limiting their daily activities
and social contacts through which they otherwise create continuity, learn and find meaning.

Figure 5: Salutogenic theory applied to the situation of unaccompanied minor asylum seekers

Stressors
The future of unaccompanied minors is uncertain, and they experience a constant pressure to gain a
residence status and family reunification. The lack of future perspective and the feeling that life is in
on hold can lead to sleeping problems and may demotivate them to go to school. UMA’s fate is in the
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hands of the IND, what makes that they miss the feeling of having control over their life. The youth
that travelled to the Netherlands, often flee from a situation of lack of future perspective because of
unemployment, socioeconomic marginalization, war, a corrupt government or a lack of respect for
their rights. Honwana (2012, p. 4) wrote about youth who grow up in a situation where they lead a
precarious existence – adolescents who have no future perspective, but simply try to survive every
day. They are not children anymore, but simultaneously they are not a part of the society due to the
lack of prospects in the place where they live. Unaccompanied minors try to flee this ‘waithood’ that
they see in the country where they come from, hoping to get a life in Europe. However, because of the
long waiting lists at the IND and the strict rules of letting asylum seekers in, the life of minor asylum
seekers in the Netherlands continues to be in waiting. That does not mean though, that
unaccompanied minors have to wait in the literal sense – till something new ‘overcomes’ them.
Honwana mentions that youths can act as agents who take
control over their lives. I believe this is the same case for
unaccompanied minor asylum seekers in the Netherlands. Even
though their life is on hold, some manage to find ways of
interacting with their surroundings. Having supporting factors
such as the resources identified in this research help them
maintain their wellbeing and enable them to exercise agency
during ‘waithood’. However, as the stories of the mentors
showed, unfortunately not all minors are able to create and use
the resources that lead to a higher sense of coherence. Some
become severely depressed, or show behavioural problems, like
fleeing to substance use or getting in trouble with the police. This
shows the need for a balance in life experiences of
unaccompanied minors between good life experiences and living
Figure 6: Balance of life experiences
a precarious existence.

Creating life experiences
The three major resources that help UMAs cope with stressors in their daily life are having future
perspective, having a clear (cultural) identity and adapting capacity. Ravi Kohli, a well-known
researcher in the field when it comes to ethnographical research among unaccompanied minors,,
distinguished similar factors in the path minor refugees take after their arrival in the host country. The
route to resettlement (either in the host country or – when minors are sent back – back in their home
country) starts with acclimatisation: coping with new life circumstances; adaption: learning how to
navigate in the host society; participation: they participate in the new society to the extent that their
status allows; absorb: they put down roots, become ‘real’ part of society (Kohli, 2011). Of course, many
of the UMAs do not arrive at this stage whilst still living at a KWV, because it requires years of absorbing
the host culture, and relationships have to be built that allow to gain future prospects. The last stage,
according to Kohli (2011), is reciprocate – it is when, after years, they leave their past behind, and feel
‘home’ exists again. These stages can be categorised into the three phases, namely safety, belonging,
and strive for success. Because UMAs do not settle in the KWV, we can state that the minors at this
specific accommodation are mainly going through the first two phases.
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Key processes in resettlement following forced migration (Kohli, 2011)

The wish for safety, belonging and success, together with the processes of participation, adaption,
finding fellowship and experiencing kinship are all topic that are reflected in the results of this study.
Even though the minors are not able to really settle at the KWV, they wish for a home and want to
work towards resettlement – for example by learning the language.
Having a future perspective, having a clear (cultural) identity and adapting capacity reflect the
characteristics of life experiences that lead to a high sense of coherence according to the salutogenic
theory: meaningfulness, consistency and manageability. Firstly, meaningfulness shapes the sense of
coherence of an individual. Participating in outcomes in socially valued contexts helps unaccompanied
minors to get grip on their lives. As described above, UMAs often miss having this sense of being of
value because of their lack of future perspective – that, according to Kohli (2011) is essential to create
a ‘home’. They need meaningfulness and a sense of belonging in their daily life, for which social support
is crucial – this became clear in the results, when the joint breakfast moment was mentioned as a
moment that felt like ‘family’. However, according to the research of Chase (2013), having a sense of
security and belonging in the here and now is not enough in order to thrive. In order to really enhance
the wellbeing of unaccompanied minors, they have a need of purpose and belonging for the future.
She states that “…wellbeing is derived from the predictability and routine of life and the prospects and
security it offers.” (Chase, 2013, p. 869). The fact that their current life in the Netherlands gives them
hardly any future prospects, can strongly hamper the effectiveness of the coping strategies of UMAs
such as having something to work towards through sports, or learning to adapt with help of their social
network.
Secondly unaccompanied minors experience a feeling of control by having a clear sense of their
(cultural) identity. For that, they need a sense of belonging and the feeling that life is predictable in
their own eyes by creating continuity. By engaging in activities that remind unaccompanied minors of
their past, such as celebrating religious festivities, they create a bridge between their past and their
present. Minors stick to the symbols and rituals the are used to. This feeling of having a clear cultural
identity is fostered by social relationships with same-ethnic peers or being in touch with one’s family.
These findings are supported by Chase (2013), who found that the ability to sustain a sense of self,
together with the belief life has a routine and is predictable, are necessary for the wellbeing of
unaccompanied minors.
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Lastly, the sense of coherence is shaped by manageability, that is the ability of the individual to manage
the load balance. In order to maintain their wellbeing and cope with stressors, UMAs seek distraction
by engaging in activities such as sports or watching YouTube on their smartphone, and they adapt to
the host society by learning the language and showing interest in the stories of their mentors about
the Dutch culture. A growing discourse pleas for depicting unaccompanied minor asylum seekers not
as innocent children, who are the victims of political and societal conflicts. Rather, we should see them
as independent actors that find ways in which they take control over their lives (Lems et al., 2020). This
agency is reflected in how UMAs manage their load balance in the host country, what is in line with
what Kohli (2011) states, namely that unaccompanied minors “are actors in their new territories in
terms of the ways they cope with the challenges they face, and the manner in which hope changes
from a diffuse element of their lives to something more solid and purposeful.” (Kohli, 2011, p.318).
They do this by using their own talents and capacities to create this sense of belonging, and by making
commitments and form attachments with others. However, even though the idea that young refugees
are independent actors who exercise control over their lives becomes increasingly popular and is true,
I believe that the vulnerability of UMAs should not be underestimated. Yes, the fact that they have
travelled to Europe on their own shows a great deal of agency, and yes, they are able to cope with
varying circumstances in their life over and over again. Still, this does not mean that we shouldn’t give
them the care they ask for, or treat them as adults. As the results of the literature review showed,
resources as education, having good social and physical care available, and social support are of major
importance for the mental wellbeing of unaccompanied minors. For UMAs to be able to exercise that
agency, they need resources that help and support them.

Socio-ecological framework
The interviews with the unaccompanied minors and their mentors showed that the coping of UMAs
mostly finds place in their most inner circle, the microsystem. As the literature study showed, the type
of accommodation effects unaccompanied minors. Eide & Hjern (Eide & Hjern, 2013) supported this
finding in a literature research based on several studies. Psychological problems can be positively
influenced by parental support. However, UMAs are deprived of their parents, and thus substitute
caregivers are needed that can replace these meaningful relationships. This shows why smaller
accommodations or foster care families influence the wellbeing of UMAs positively. At moments,
UMA’s do experience this feeling of ‘being a family’. Being part of a host family, and the joint breakfast
gave unaccompanied minors this feeling of ‘home’.
The interaction between the micro-system, the mesosystem, is interesting too. It is found that various
resources strengthen each other, like the fact that UMAs who are in touch with their family, often
experience better support from their staff. An explanation for this link might lay in the fact that minors
who already have a sense of belonging by being in contact with their family, also are more open to
trusting people in new relationships. Considering the scope of this research, it was not possible to
investigate the interrelations between microsystems more in-depth. For future research it would be
interesting to investigate in more detail how different social relationships influence and may
strengthen each other.
Concerning the exosystem, in the literature research it was found that the social and health care
services were of significant impact on the wellbeing of the unaccompanied minors. Concerning school,
the system is focussed on learning Dutch, what can demotivate minors to go to school, when they
know their future will not lie in the Netherlands. For others, school can be of great importance when
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they have good friends there, or the only person the trust is their teacher. In addition, the literature
review showed school is a major resource when it concerns adapting to the host country, it acts as
distraction mechanism, supports unaccompanied minor’s skills by learning the language and gives
minors future perspective. The latter was not mentioned by the mentors or the minors in the
interviews. This discrepancy in findings might be attributed to the fact that the papers that were
reviewed also included unaccompanied minors who already had received legal status in the host
country, which is not the case for most boys living at the KWV.
The macro-system of UMAs consists of a range of different aspects. Firstly, there is the cultural
background of the minors. Their cultural background is often very important to them, and they
incorporate their roots in the micro-environment of their daily lives in for example the food they eat,
the language they speak with same-ethnic friends, or religious practices. Secondly, there is the broad
social context they became part of in the Netherlands. The policy of the Dutch government makes that
UMAs may have to wait for years before they receive an answer of the IND about their residence
permit or family reunification. The culture UMAs have to adapt to, leads to acculturation hassles like
not knowing the language, needing to learn how to keep to appointments, or different perspectives
on gender. Furthermore, there are other contextual factors that impact their lives, that are not always
tangible, like feeling accepted by the host society. Social media too, can be a contextual factor. This
research found that social media is a resource by supporting social relationships. In contrast, it can also
put pressure on the minor, because keeping in touch with one’s family, can be stressful when the
family has high expectation of the minor concerning gaining a residence permit or family reunification.
This study did not cover the question how the attitude or beliefs of UMAs can be influenced by social
media. Therefore, future research could focus on whether and how social media influences the beliefs
and well-being of UMAs.
It is interesting to put the results into the perspective of the lifetime of unaccompanied minors,
addressing the chrono-system of the socio-ecological framework, especially because some results
might be age-related. In the interviews, the mentors described how the behaviour of unaccompanied
minors and their perspectives on the future might not always be attributed to the situation they are
in, but are also part of growing up and becoming an adult. It is known that adolescents are still
developing their future orientation, and also how they view themselves is still evolving. The planning
skills of adolescents develop till their early 20s, what might explain that adolescents often do not have
clear plans for the future. The fact that they view the world as revolving around them till the age of 15,
16, may impact their behaviour (Nurmi, 1991). This could mean that the fact that the minors that were
interviewed, did not have a clear future orientation cannot solely be attributed to their uncertain legal
status, but is also part of their way of thinking growing up. To find out what distinction has to be made
between age-specific or context-specific results, more research has to be carried out.

COVID-19
Due to the coronavirus pandemic, the unaccompanied minors were deprived of social contacts and
various activities. Activities and social support are resources that help UMAs to experience meaning,
control, and consistency in their lives. Together with their often turbulent and traumatic past, one
would expect that the impact of the pandemic weighs heavily on their lives. It was found that the
pandemic affected their mood and motivation to go to school. However, besides influencing their
mood, the changed circumstances did not seem to affect the unaccompanied minors too much.
Because the lives of unaccompanied minors is on hold anyway, and they have experiences so much
47

already, the effect of the pandemic is not as big as it is compared to their Dutch peers because they
have built resilience already.
Although this conclusion might seem positive, it also has a downside. The fact that the pandemic has
effected the lives of UMAs so little, can indeed mean that they have built resilience, which is a good
thing. However, it also means that their life has been on hold for such a long time, that they do not
feel the effect of the pandemic as hard has their peers. The stress the average teenager experiences
due to the pandemic is apparently a kind of stress unaccompanied minors – and asylum seekers in
general, for that matter – experience constantly: the feeling that their life is on hold. For future
research, it would be interesting to compare the relative effect of COVID-19 on their psychological
wellbeing to their Dutch peers. One could investigate what exactly the difference is between
experienced stress due to COVID-19, and what the coping strategies of regular Dutch teenagers are
compared to those of unaccompanied minors asylum seekers.

Methodological reflections
This study had two research methods. First, a literature review was carried out. Secondly, an empirical
research was performed. These two methods enabled the researcher to combine and compare the
findings, leading to a more comprehensive perspective on the problem.

Literature review

The literature review analysed 14 articles concerning the impact of the (social) environment on the
wellbeing of UMAs. The findings represented data from various countries and research strategies. This
gave the researcher the ability to get insight in the various contexts in which UMAs live. However, it
can also lead to misunderstandings – the age groups of the study groups in the studies differed, and
the studies were carried out in different countries, where unaccompanied minors all follow a slightly
different path during their procedure. Also, the reliability of the finding is impacted by the fact that
both research among UMAs with and without legal status was included. For example, it is likely that
UMAs who know that they have a future in the Netherlands are more focussed on adapting, and
because they do not experience the uncertainty of gaining a residence permit, find it easier to focus at
school. However, in general the findings did not contradict each other, and together lead to a coherent
overview.

Empirical research

During the empirical research a lot of time was spent on procedural issues, such as getting in touch
with people working with asylum seekers, getting permission to interview the minors and ethical
clearance. Because of that, the research was limited because certain topics were not included in the
results. Also the sample size of the respondents in the empirical research was rather small, limiting the
generalizability of the results. In addition, there was a selection bias because the mentors decided
which minors they thought were suitable for the interview. Therefore, it is probable that for example
boys with behavioural problems were excluded from the research. However, because a literature
review was carried out next to the empirical research, this could complement the findings. This
supported the results of the interviews with the unaccompanied minors and their mentors, and
together lead to a coherent report.
Furthermore, the methodological choices concerning the empirical part of the study, were constrained
by the strict regulations at the KWV that would not let the researcher in due to the COVID-19
pandemic. Therefore, the interviews were carried out digitally. This was unfortunate, because it
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restrained the researcher to get to know the minors before the interviews in an informal setting, which
might have helped in gaining their trust and make them speak more open heartedly. According to
literature and confirmed by the mentors, trust can be a difficult issue for unaccompanied minors. The
minors might have felt obliged to give certain answers they thought that were expected of them, or to
be polite instead of voicing their own opinion. The researcher was not allowed to ask questions directly
related to possible large stressors in the life of the minors, because this could be emotionally taxing.
In addition, the interviewed minors came from a country in which speaking about one’s feelings is not
easily done, and specifically because the researcher was female, this could have led to even more
reluctance at the side of the minors to share sensitive parts of their story. Moreover, two of the
respondents were interviewed with help of an interpreter. Having a mediator can influence the
answers, or lead them in a certain direction, and together with cultural nuances, that could have
caused misinterpretation of the answers. However, it helped that the interpreter knew the culture
where the boys came from, and therefore was able to phrase the questions in a culture-sensible way.
Also, hearing and being able to speak in their own language helped to gain trust, because it created a
sense of familiarity for the minors.

Recommendations for future research
Based on this research, I would like to propose some recommendations for future research. Firstly, this
research was based on part of the salutogenic model of health. For future research it might be
interesting to further develop these finding by investigating the aspects from the theory that were
excluded for the sake of the scope of this research. For example, the life histories of an individual
impacts one’s SOC for a great deal. For example biological factors and personal character traits. It
would be interesting to find out how these individual characteristics influence the sense of coherence
of UMAs, but this would require a larger study.
Secondly, in relation to the socio-ecological model, further research could be carried out on the
interrelations between the various contexts, for example school influencing the behaviour of the
minors at the KWV. The findings of this study already gave suggestions on how resources from various
context may strengthen each other, like the fact that minors who are in touch with their family,
experience better staff support. However, to identify the mechanisms behind these processes, more
elaborate research is needed by finding out what the effects of changing circumstances are on other
contexts.
Lastly, the mentors mentioned that they have quite some different experiences with unaccompanied
minors from different cultural backgrounds. For future research, it would be interesting how cultural
habits that are specific for minors of a certain cultural background influence their experienced
manageability, consistency, and meaningfulness. The same counts for differences between boys and
girls. A few studies showed that unaccompanied girls are at higher risk for depressive symptoms and
other psychological problems (Mohwinkel et al., 2018). However, on how gender effects coping
mechanisms of UMAs, hardly any articles are written, what would make this an interesting topic for
future research.

Recommendations for professionals
This research mainly focussed on the micro-system of unaccompanied minors: how they find meaning
and experience control in day-to-day activities. However, as was found, also the broader societal
context influences the wellbeing of UMAs. Policy makers and those who play a role during the legal
procedure of unaccompanied minors should be made aware of the adverse negative impact the lack
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of future prospects has on the lives of the minors. Therefore, it is important the minors experience
meaningfulness in other ways in their lives. In order to strengthen the sense of coherence of UMAs,
this research showed the relevance of having a place where accompanied minors feel they belong. This
feeling of belonging can be supported in several ways. Firstly, there is the feeling of being part of a
family. It is therefore desirable that – besides the joint breakfasts – more of such rituals are created at
the KWV in which the minors feel safe and have the feeling they can be themselves. Secondly, staff
should be aware of the importance of cultural identity and support minors in cultural and ritualistic
activities. Especially because the minors do not have certainty about their future now, it may help them
to find meaning and sense of identity in the things they are used to from their past. For example by
bringing them in contact with peers or adults of the same cultural background can strengthen their
cultural identity, leading to more psychological safety. Thirdly, the host culture competence of minors
should be strengthened in order for them to feel capable of navigating in their life in the Netherlands.
Here a dilemma arises, because it is not sure whether or not the minors might stay in the Netherlands,
and therefore one might consider to skip this, to avoid unaccompanied minors to become too much
attached. Still, there are other ways through which minors feel capable and in control of their life.
Finding activities which give them something to work towards like sports or learning how to play an
instrument, help the minors to find a sense of belonging in the moment. It is desirable to support
alternative school trajectories where the minors can learn skills they are also able to use back in their
home country.
For professionals working with unaccompanied minors, it is important that they identify and promote
the minor’s competence by identifying and creating protective factors. In order to build upon the
agency of unaccompanied minors, Watters (2007; as cited in Eide & Hjern, 2013) highlighted the
importance of mutuality in relationships with minors. This mutuality between the staff and the minors
was not something that was shown in the results. On the contrary: the mentors saw themselves as
‘replacing’ the parents of the minors by handling all the practical issues. Seeing where the minors come
from – and needing to adapt in so many ways, they do need the support. However – it is important
that the mentors stimulate the agency of the minors, so they have the feeling they do have the power
to exercise agency. For that, mutual trust is essential, and should be promoted more. From the
interviews became clear that the mentors cannot always pay the attention to the minors they wish to
do. Therefore, attention should be paid to the shifts of the mentors, and additional staff or volunteers
might be needed.
Concerning the accommodation, also improvements could be made. Several mentors mentioned the
bad state of the building, which is something that could be improved by some extra paint on the wall
or modern furniture. Also the amount of youth at the accommodation should be considered. Since
existing literature shows the benefits of small-scale accommodations, one should take that into
account when assigning minors to KWVs, so that groups will not become too large and therefore
unpersonal.
During the research process, social contacts were put to a minimum due to the COVID-19 pandemic
and activities were limited. It was found that through social contacts and participating in activities,
minors particularly were able to exercise agency. The staff working with unaccompanied minors should
be aware of that, and help them find meaningful activities they can do, and social relationships they
can maintain in a way that protects the health of all minors at the KWV.
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Conclusion
Unaccompanied minor asylum seekers in the Netherlands live in uncertainty about their future. At the
KWV, they lead a precarious existence, because their legal status limits their future perspective, and
they experience acculturation hassles when finding their way in this new country. Still, they show
agency over their lives by participating in activities that help them cope with the difficulties they
experience, and they find meaning in building and maintaining relationships. A multitude of contextual,
social and personal factors influence the wellbeing the life of unaccompanied minor asylum seekers,
such as home and host culture friendships, being in touch with one’s family, participating in meaningful
activities, and receiving practical support from COA staff. Three main mechanism that help
unaccompanied minors to cope with stressors, were identified: having future perspective
(meaningfulness), cultural identity (consistency) and adapting (manageability). Since the coronavirus
pandemic influences the activities and social relationships of UMAs, it is important that they have
resources around them that can help them find meaning and a sense of belonging in a way that
protects their health. Their agency should be supported, so they have a feeling of control over their
life, whether that is in the Netherlands, or back in their home country.
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Appendix 1: Stressors and resources in existing literature
Author, year
1. Bean et al., 2007

2. Bronstein et al., 2013
3. Groark et al., 2010

Participant characteristics
2300 UMAs (aged 11-17)
from various ethnic
backgrounds living in the
Netherlands
222 Afghan UMAs (aged 1318) living in the UK.
6 UMAs (aged 16-18) from
Africa and Asia living in the
UK.

4. Hynek et al., 2020

11 scientists and social and
health care practitioners
experienced in working with
UMAs in Austria.

5. Keles et al., 2016

895 UMAs (mean age 18,6)
with various ethnic

Stressors
Resources
- Being transferred to another regional office - Gender
- Not obtaining temporary residential status - Having a temporary residence permit
- Having family member living in host country
- Having received mental care in host country
- Duration of stay
- Size of accommodation
- Having experienced loss
- Education: sense of control
- Uncertainty about family
- Feeling of being evaluated positively by people
- Uncertainty about future
in host country
- Feeling of not being able to influence the - Having something to work towards in order to
system
gain control over the future
- Education: high expectancies
- Coping strategies: avoidance, acceptance
- Feeling of being ‘labelled’ an asylum seeker - Having trusting, safe and secure relationships
- Being with friends
- Family reunification
- Having a daily structure
- Size of accommodation
- Having social contacts
- Number of roommates
- Family reunification
- Amount of reallocations
- Access to and quality of health care
- Discrimination
- Access to and quality of social care
- Having legal certainty
- Access to education
- Income security
- Sociocultural adaption
- Ability to communicate in language of host
country
- Amount of daily hassles experienced
- Acceptance towards newcomers in the host- Gender role expectations
country
- Interventions on reducing daily hassles
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background living in
Norway.
6. Keles et al., 2018

918 UMAs (mean age 19)
with various ethnic
backgrounds living in
Norway.
7. Müller et al., 2019
72 UMAs (mean age 17,3)
from Afghanistan, Eritrea,
Syria and Iraq living in
Germany.
8. Ní Raghalleigh & Gilligan 32 UMAs (aged 14-19)with
2010
various ethnic backgrounds
living in the Republic of
Ireland.

-

Coming from a country with community- oriented values, rather than a focus on the
individual
Amount of pre-migration trauma
-

Being resilient
Heritage culture competence
Host culture competence

-

Pending asylum procedure
Rejected asylum procedure
Lack of mental health care

-

Accepted asylum procedure

-

Being distrusted by others
Feeling unable to tell the truth
Not knowing people well

-

Maintaining continuity (coping strategy)
Religion: helped to maintain continuity
Adjusting (coping strategy)
Learning from peers and professionals: helped
them to adjust
Language: helped them to adjust
Adopting a positive outlook (coping strategy)
Focussing on the future: helped them to
maintain a positive outlook
Supressing emotions (coping strategy)
Seeking distraction (coping strategy)
Being in the company of others: gave them
distraction
Education: increasing sense of control and
served as distraction
Being independent (coping strategy)
Trusting in God: helped them to be independent
Distrusting people (coping strategy)
Religion
Maintaining continuity
Having access to cultural aspects of their home
culture

-

9. Ní Raghalleigh, (2011)

Interventions on supporting coping strategies

-

32 UMAs (aged 14-19) with
various ethnic backgrounds
living in the Republic of
Ireland.
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10. Oppedal & Idsoe, 2015

984 UMAs (mean age 18,6)
with various ethnic
backgrounds living in
Norway.

11. Oppedal et al., 2020

895 UMAs (mean age 18,6)
of with various ethnic
backgrounds living in
Norway.
105 UMAs (aged 14-19) from Syria and Afghanistan living
in Germany.
Elmebjerg asylum centre in
Denmark.
-

12. Sierau et al., 2019
13. Verdasco, 2020

Uncertainty about circumstances of family members
Being excluded by the group
Not gaining residence permit
-

14. Vervliet et al., 2014

103 UMAs (mean age 16)
with various ethnic

-

Discrimination
Missing family
Education
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-

Social support from family abroad
Social support from co-ethnic friends
Social support from friends from host country
Heritage culture competence
Host culture competence
Adapting to host country
Longer residence in host country (after asylum
was granted)
Strong heritage culture identity
Receiving residence permit
Having family contact
High levels of perceived social support
High levels of perceived mentor support
Performing cultural activities with peers from
the same ethnic/cultural background
Performing activities that enable to negotiate
friendships
Drawing on shared language and culture in
building relationships
Knowing the staff members
Doing activities with/organized by staff
members
Performing self-organized activities
Having activities facilitated that enable creation
of new friendships beyond language and
cultural barriers
Having friendships that surpass language
and/or culture
Building relationships in general
Being part of a group

background living in
Belgium.

-

Being repeatedly forced to move
Relationships with peers and adults
Insufficient care and housing
Worries about residence documents
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Appendix 3: Informatiebrief voor interview met mentor
Beste meneer/mevrouw,
Mijn naam is Geertje van den Dool, ik ben student Gezondheid en Maatschappij aan de Wageningen
Universiteit, en voor mijn afstudeeronderzoek houd ik me bezig met alleenstaande minderjarige
asielzoekers. U krijgt deze informatiebrief omdat u voogd of mentor bent van (een) alleenstaande
minderjarige asielzoeker(s). Ik zou u daarom graag willen interviewen voor mijn onderzoek.
Het doel van het onderzoek
Door middel van interviews met AMV’s en hun voogden en mentoren hoop in inzicht te krijgen in welke
mechanismen in hun omgeving AMV’s helpen gezond te blijven en om te gaan met stress. De
onderzoeksvraag die centraal staat is de volgende: “Wat zijn factoren in de omgeving van
alleenstaande minderjarige asielzoekers die hun helpen om hun welzijn te behouden in hun leven in
Nederland”
Omdat er nog weinig over dit onderwerp bekend is, is het onderzoek exploratief van aard. Dit houdt
in dat er open interviews gehouden worden met AMV’s en hun voogden en mentoren, die zich
focussen op persoonlijke ervaringen. Door antwoord te krijgen op mijn onderzoeksvraag, hoop ik
inzicht te krijgen in welke aspecten in de leefomgeving van AMV’s bijdragen aan hun gezondheid,
ondanks de onzekere omstandigheden waarin ze vaak leven. Op basis van de resultaten kunnen er
aanbevelingen worden gedaan voor de begeleiders van AMV’s en voor toekomstig onderzoek.
Wat houdt uw deelname aan het onderzoek in?
Deelname aan het onderzoek houdt in dat u meedoet aan een eenmalig interview dat ongeveer een
uur zal duren. Voor dit interview zal ik u bezoeken op een locatie die goed uitkomt voor u. De vragen
die worden gesteld gaan over het alledaagse leven van AMV’s, bijvoorbeeld over hoe hun dag eruit
ziet, wat ze doen in hun vrije tijd of over hun sociale relaties. Ook zal ik vragen stellen over hoe jongeren
omgaan met stress. Met uw toestemming wordt het interview opgenomen. U mag het altijd aangeven
als u geen antwoord wil geven op een vraag, en u bent vrij op elk moment te stoppen met deelname.
Wat zijn mogelijke voor- en nadelen van deelname aan dit onderzoek?
Er zijn geen risico’s verbonden aan deelname aan het onderzoek. Er zijn ook geen directe voordelen
van deelname aan het onderzoek. De informatie die u mij geeft tijdens het interview kan mij helpen
uiteindelijk aanbevelingen te schrijven die de leefomgeving van de jongere kan helpen te verbeteren
in de toekomst.
Wat gebeurt er met de resultaten van het onderzoek?
Om de interviews te kunnen uitwerken en analyseren, zal ik het interview na afloop uitschrijven. De
dingen die worden gezegd kunnen direct worden geciteerd in mijn eindverslag. Ik zal uw naam of
andere gegevens waarmee u te identificeren bent, niet noemen. De resultaten zal ik beschrijven in
mijn scriptie. Daarnaast zal ik een kort rapport schrijven, inclusief aanbevelingen, die beschikbaar
wordt gesteld voor de voogden, mentoren, en andere mensen die betrokken zijn bij de begeleiding
van AMV’s. Daarnaast zal ik mijn resultaten eenmalig presenteren.
Bij vragen kunt u mij mailen of bellen. Ook mag u contact opnemen met mijn begeleider vanuit de
universiteit, Lenneke Vaandrager, of vanuit COA, Eelke de Jonge.
Met vriendelijke groet,
Geertje van den Dool
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Appendix 4: Informatiebrief voor AMV
Beste (naam AMV),
Mijn naam is Geertje van den Dool, ik ben student en ik doe voor mijn studie Gezondheid en
Maatschappij onderzoek. Ik kijk naar wat alleenstaande minderjarige asielzoekers zoals jij helpt om
gezond te blijven en om te gaan met stress. Ik wil je graag interviewen voor mijn onderzoek.
Het is belangrijk dat je weet dat dit onderzoek vrijwillig is, en dat je weet wat je rechten zijn. Daarvoor
heb ik jouw toestemming nodig, lees daarom de onderstaande punten goed door voordat het
interview plaatsvindt. Ik zal dit ook nog een keer herhalen als ik je spreek vlak voor het interview.
Verder is het belangrijk dat je voogd het ook goed vindt dat je meedoet aan dit onderzoek, daarom
heb ik een handtekening van je voogd nodig. Hij of zij weet dat, daar hoef jij niet voor te zorgen.
Wat is een interview?
In het interview stel ik je vragen waar je antwoord op mag geven. Dit heet een interview. Dit interview
heeft niet met je procedure te maken, maar is voor mijn onderzoek op de universiteit. Het heeft dus
geen invloed op je procedure. Meedoen is vrijwillig, dus je bent niets verplicht.
Waar gaat het interview over?
Het interview gaat over jouw leven in Nederland en over jouw ervaringen met COVID-19. Vragen gaan
bijvoorbeeld wat je doet op een dag, wat je vindt van school, of wat is veranderd in jouw leven door
corona. Voor mijn onderzoek wil ik erachter komen wat jou helpt om je gezond en gelukkig te voelen.
Bijvoorbeeld dat je blij wordt van praten met vrienden. Of dat bidden helpt als je zorgen hebt over je
procedure.
Wat zijn de regels tijdens het interview?
- Het interview duurt ongeveer een uur
- Als je geen antwoord wil geven op een vraag hoeft dat niet.
- Als je wil stoppen met het interview kan dat altijd.
- Als je iets niet begrijpt, mag je dat vragen, dan herhaal ik mijn vraag.
- Als jij het goed vindt neem ik het interview op met een recorder, zodat ik het later terug kan
luisteren.
- Je mag je voogd meenemen naar het interview als je dat fijn vindt.
Als ik het gevoel heb dat het interview niet goed voor je is, bijvoorbeeld als ik zie dat je stress krijgt,
stoppen we met het onderzoek. Ik zal dan eerst overleggen met je voogd of het wel goed is om door
te gaan. Waarschijnlijk is dit niet nodig.
Wat gebeurt er met de dingen die je vertelt tijdens het interview?
Wat je zegt ga ik gebruiken voor mijn onderzoek. Ik ga het interview uitschrijven en analyseren. Zo
probeer ik erachter te komen welke dingen in jouw leven en in het leven van andere asielzoekerjongeren helpen om je goed te blijven voelen. Alles wat je zegt blijf anoniem, dat betekent dat ik jouw
naam nergens ga noemen.
Ik hoop dat alles duidelijk is zo. Als je vragen hebt mag je me altijd mailen of bellen. Ik hoop je
binnenkort te spreken!
Vriendelijke groeten,
Geertje van den Dool
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Appendix 5: Infographic

63

64

65

