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Abstract 

 

In recent years, there has been an increase in the numbers of children and young people 

who are seeking asylum alone in ‘the West’, without the support of a parent or guardian. 

A growing body of research has found that unaccompanied asylum-seeking minors 

(UAMs) experience higher rates post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), depression and 

anxiety, as well as associated behavioural problems, compared to children who seek 

asylum with their parents. However, there is increasing recognition among scholars that 

whilst UAMs may be vulnerable, they are also resilient and capable agents in their lives. 

Literature focusing on UAM resilience has largely conceptualised resilience as an 

individual capacity to do well despite exposure to significant adversity. This thesis is the 

first study, to my knowledge, to approach the study of UAM resilience from a social-

ecological theoretical perspective, whereby in contexts of adversity, resilience is both the 

capacity of individuals to navigate their way to health sustaining resources and a 

condition of the individual’s family, community, and culture to provide these health-

promoting resources and experiences in culturally meaningful ways.  

 

To explore this, in-depth and semi-structured interviews were conducted with 16 former 

UAMs and 18 key informant service providers in Australia. Data were analysed using 

thematic analysis and four major themes were identified: Distal Decisions, Connection, 

Education and Identity. These themes were conceptualised as “domains” and the 

“Domains of Facilitated Resilience” model is proposed, which conceptualises how the 

complex and dynamic interactions between these four domains potentiate differential 

patterns in resource access, processes and outcomes that can both facilitate and 

undermine the ability of UAMs to ‘be resilient’. The best outcomes were achieved when 

the four domains are mutually facilitative and supportive, however punitive Distal 

Decisions (government legislation and policies) often limited the resilience-promoting 

potential of Connection, Education and Identity by restricting UAMs’ access to 

meaningful resources, permanent protection and family reunion. Implications and 

recommendations for resilience theory, legislation and policy, and service provision are 

proposed.   
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Introduction 
 

 

Over the past several years, children have constituted over half of the world’s forced 

migrants. A growing number of those children travelled alone, without the support of a 

parent or guardian, in search of protection in countries not their own. The rapid increase 

in the numbers of unaccompanied minors seeking asylum in the West has received 

attention from humanitarian agencies, the European Union, government agencies, non-

government organisations, religious groups, media and academia. A growing body of 

research has highlighted high rates of pre-arrival trauma and resultant vulnerabilities, 

which are further compounded by arriving in a new country without the support and care 

of parents or family. Compared to children who arrive with their parents, unaccompanied 

asylum-seeking minors (UAMs) experience higher rates of post-traumatic stress disorder 

(PTSD), depression and anxiety, as well as associated behavioural problems. However, 

there is an increasing tendency to recognise that unaccompanied minors are also resilient 

and capable agents in their lives. A small body of literature focusing on UAM resilience 

has largely conceptualised resilience as an individual capacity to do well despite exposure 

to significant adversity. In this thesis, I propose that resilience should be studied from a 

social-ecological perspective. Resilience is related to the presence of environmental risk 

factors and because of this, there is a need for an ecological interpretation of the construct 

of resilience that acknowledges the importance of people’s interactions with their 

environments.  

 

Brief context and background  
 

In Australia the debate about asylum seekers, in particular unauthorised maritime arrivals 

(‘boat people’), takes place within a highly contested political space. The Australian 

asylum seeker legislation and policy framework has been subject to constant change and 

amendment in an effort to respond to, and halt, people seeking asylum in Australia. Both 

Coalition and Labor governments have adopted a variety of border protection and anti-

people smuggling measures aimed at deterring people seeking asylum onshore without a 

valid visa, and in particular, arriving by boat. Major recent changes include the reopening 

of Regional Processing Centres (RPCs) on Manus Island and Nauru, the introduction of 

the Fast Track Assessment system and temporary visas, and the removal of the right to 

family reunion. The United Nations High Commission for Refugees (UNHCR) states on 

their “Asylum in Australia” webpage that asylum seekers “resilience is eroded by punitive 
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measures they experience in Australia”, especially considering the high rates of mental 

ill health resulting from the refugee experience and asylum application process (United 

Nations High Commissioner for Refugees, n.d.). Indeed, a growing number of studies 

have found that these policies concerning the granting of asylum harm the health and 

mental health of asylum seekers and place them at increased risk of having legitimate 

claims rejected (Fleay & Hartley, 2016; Kenny & Procter, 2016; Kenny, Procter, & 

Grech, 2016; Mansouri & Leach, 2009; McDonald & O’Sullivan, 2018). Considering the 

constant change in the asylum seeker legislative and policy context in Australia, this 

thesis will only highlight that those that are most relevant to the present thesis.  

 

 

In 2017, children under 18 constituted 52 per cent of the refugee population, which has 

remained consistent in recent years but has increased 41 per cent since 2009 (UNHCR 

2017). UNHCR (2018b) made the conservative estimate that in 2017, there were 173,000 

unaccompanied and separated children around the world, with 45,500 seeking asylum on 

an individual basis (UNHCR 2017, 3). Only since 2008 have unaccompanied asylum-

seeking children been officially recognized and measured in Australia (Miller, Irizarry 

and Blibst 2013, FOI Request FA18/10/003901). Statistics regarding UAMs are not made 

publicly available, but information released to me by the Department of Home Affairs 

under the Freedom of Information Act 1982 states from 2008 to October 2018, there were 

2,877 protection visa applications lodged by unaccompanied minors in detention. The 

Australian Human Rights Commission (AHRC 2014, p. 151) noted that from 2009 to 

2014 there was a surge in children arriving without parents or a legal guardian  (also noted 

by Crock 2007). Due to the transfer to Nauru Regional Processing Centre (RPC) for all 

unaccompanied minors who arrived in Australia by boat, or who were intercepted at sea 

from 13 August 2013, the numbers of UAMs on the Australian mainland has reduced 

significantly. As of 30 June 2018, only eight UAMs remained in Australia under 

residency determination in the community, with none in ‘held’ detention centres. It is 

unclear how many have received a substantive visa and are living in residential care 

facilities in the community, under the guardianship of the Immigration Minister. As such, 

the total number of unaccompanied minors (asylum seekers or refugees with a substantive 

visa) living in Australian communities is unknown in the public domain.  

 

                                                 
1 Refer to Appendix 1 to see the Department of Immigration response to the Freedom of Information (FOI) 

request.  
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This thesis will focus on the experiences of young people who arrived in Australia as 

unaccompanied asylum-seeking minors, while living in the community. Care 

arrangements for UAMs living in the community are complex as they depended on visa 

and ward status, location, government contracts and sub-contracting arrangements with 

more than 20 service providers, whether unaccompanied minors had a ‘community link’ 

willing to provide accommodation and care, and a constantly changing legislative and 

policy context. As the Multicultural Youth Advocacy Network (MYAN 2012, p. 8) 

pointed out, there was no nationally consistent approach to the care and support of 

unaccompanied minors in Australia, and as such, they likely received uneven levels of 

care across different states and territories. MYAN (2012) also noted that a key issue was 

that service system capacity was stretched to cope with the relatively high volume of 

unaccompanied minors from 2009 to 2013, resulting in several issues that affected the 

capacity of services to meet their needs. The findings of this thesis will provide much-

needed evidence about the quality of these services and their ability to facilitate resilience 

processes that enabled unaccompanied minors to do well in Australia, despite challenging 

circumstances.  

 

Resilience  
 

The pre-migration and flight experiences of refugee and asylum-seeking children can 

have an ongoing impact on their lives, presenting challenges during resettlement. Bean, 

Derluyn, Eurelings-Bontekoe, Broekaert, and Philip (2007) found that unaccompanied 

minors scored significantly higher scores for internalising problems, traumatic stress 

reactions, and stressful life events and are at significantly higher risk of development 

psychopathology than refugee adolescents living with a family member (also see 

Felsman, Leong, Johnson, & Felsman, 1990). A significant body of research has found 

that unaccompanied asylum-seeking and refugee minors experience high rates of 

depression, anxiety and PTSD, however refugee researchers are increasingly shifting 

their focus from pathology and the negative aspects of being a refugee, towards 

emphasizing the strengths, capabilities and resilience of refugee youth in the face of 

adversity (Ní Raghallaigh & Gilligan, 2010; Sleijpen, Boeije, Kleber, & Mooren, 2016; 

Sleijpen, Heide, Mooren, Boeije, & Kleber, 2013).  It is widely accepted that resilience 

is associated with individual characteristics, relationships, and the availability of 

community resources and opportunities (B. J. Ellis & Boyce, 2011; Luthar & Cicchetti, 
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2000; Masten, 2001; Masten & Narayan, 2012; Obrist, Pfeiffer, & Henley, 2010; Ungar, 

2011a). Ungar (2008, p. 225) offers the following definition:  

 

…in the context of exposure to significant adversity, whether 

psychological, environmental, or both, resilience is both the capacity 

of individuals to navigate their way to health sustaining resources, 

including opportunities to experience feelings of wellbeing, and a 

condition of the individual’s family, community, and culture to 

provide these health-promoting resources and experiences in 

culturally meaningful ways.   

 

This definition incorporates social ecologies into the definition of resilience, thus 

expanding the focus beyond the capacities of individuals to ‘beat the odds’. The personal 

agency to navigate and negotiate for resources needed to flourish can only occur when 

the individual’s social ecology has the capacity and willingness to meet those needs in 

ways that are culturally meaningful (Bottrell 2009; Ungar 2013: 256). As such, this 

understanding of resilience emphasises both the individual’s efforts to seek help as well 

as the “response-ability” of systems and informal and formal networks to provide 

resources and the ability of both to interact in ways that optimise positive development 

(Masten, 2001; Ungar, 2005, 2013b).  

 

Rationale for the current study  

 

Although there is a growing body of research about UAMs in Europe and the United 

States, there are very few studies in the Australian context. Available literature details 

potential protective factors within the ecologies of unaccompanied asylum-seeking and 

refugee young people in Western countries but little is known about the situation of 

UAMs in Australia and whether the services and supports they depend on (at least 

initially) meet their needs and facilitate resilience processes that enable them to cope, do 

well and grow up well in contexts of significant challenges. This contextual specificity is 

necessary to understand their experiences and challenges, the resources they need and 

want to do well and whether their social ecologies are able to respond in ways that were 

meaningful and relevant. Understanding this specificity is necessary for developing, 

guiding, informing and improving policy and practice with unaccompanied minors. 

Considering the significant barriers they face in relation to accessing health-sustaining 

resources and the threats that punitive legislation and policy posed to their wellbeing, 

understanding how to facilitate UAM resilience should be a top priority for policy makers, 

service providers, educational institutions and professionals who work with them.  
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The literature on refugee and asylum-seeking youth, and unaccompanied minors more 

specifically, has overwhelmingly focused on their vulnerability and victimhood, whilst 

their abilities to cope, adapt and respond to the stresses they face has been under-reported 

(Kohli, 2007). Studies that do focus on UAM resilience have largely conceptualised 

resilience at an individual level (coping styles, psychological traits), despite recognising 

their capacity to ‘be resilient’ is nurtured and strengthened through social and community 

support and access to resources  (Copolov, Knowles, & Meyer, 2018; Majumder, 2016; 

Ní Raghallaigh & Gilligan, 2010). For much of the literature, the broader social-

ecological context is not conceptualised as part of ‘resilience’. This study asserts that 

resilience cannot be understood independent of the individual’s interactions with their 

social and environmental context, and as such must be incorporated into how resilience 

is conceptualised and operationalised in research. This social-ecological approach to 

studying the resilience of UAMs in Australia aims to make visible the factors within the 

young people’s social, political and physical environments that promote (or undermine) 

UAMs’ ability to cope, adapt and do well in stressful contexts. 

 

Research questions  
 

This research will provide important insight into a relatively small cohort of asylum 

seeking and refugee young people who must cope with the complexities and challenges 

of adapting to life in Australia without the presence, support and guidance of their parents. 

Specifically, this research will investigate the following questions:  

 

What are the key factors that facilitate the resilience of young people who arrived in 

Australia as unaccompanied asylum-seeking minors?  

 

a) What resources do UAMs navigate towards and negotiate for that help them cope 

and do well while living in the community?  

b) How do their social ecologies facilitate the navigation and negotiation for 

meaningful and relevant resources?  

c) What services, resources and/or experiences made a positive difference in the 

lives of UAMs?  

d) How can resilience be conceptualised in relation to UAMs in Australia?  

e) What are the implications for service provision and support?  
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Methodology  
 

In total, 34 participants have been included in this thesis. This includes 16 former UAMs 

and 19 service providers, with one participant included across both categories (thus the 

participant total remains 34). The sample of former UAMs were all male and were aged 

between 19 and 34 at the time of interview. Most (n=14) were ethnic Hazaras from 

Afghanistan and two were ethnic Tamils from Sri Lanka. The former UAM participants 

arrived in Australia between 1997 and 2013. All arrived without a valid visa, with 15 

travelling by boat and one by plane. The age on arrival was between 13 and 18, with most 

being 16 or 17 years old. One participant was 18 when he arrived; I realized this during 

our interview but after some reflection, decided to include him in the sample because his 

needs and experiences mirrored that of other UAMs, particularly another participant who 

also arrived around the same time (1999/2001). Contributing to the complexity and 

nuance of the sample was the inclusion of participants with different visa and legal 

statuses.  

 

The service provider sample were purposely diverse in order to capture a range of 

experiences and perspectives in relation to providing services and supports to UAMs 

living in the community. These participants were chosen because they represent the key 

services and professionals with whom UAMs interact and were able to provide rich 

information pertinent to the research questions. Service provider participants were 

employed at various levels, from direct practice with UAMs at the local level; 

management at the local or state level; to management and coordinator roles at the 

national level. This enabled different insights into different dimensions of the ‘UAM 

sector’ and the factors at different levels of UAMs’ ecologies that could influence 

resilience processes.  

 

Data was gathered through qualitative, semi-structured interviews with former UAMs 

and service providers from February to November 2017. Thematic analysis (TA) was 

used to analyse the data, which provided a systematic framework for coding and 

identifying, analysing and interpreting patterns across the dataset in relation to the 

research questions (Braun & Clarke, 2006). The process utilised in this thesis is abductive, 

meaning that coding was both derived from the data as well as my conceptual framework 

(Levin-Rozalis, 2004; Paavola, 2004), which focused attention to particular aspects of the 

data, rather than a rich description of the data overall (Braun and Clarke 2006). Further, 
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fitting with the social-ecological approach to resilience, TA does not seek to focus on 

individual psychologies but rather theorize the sociocultural contexts and structural 

conditions that enable the accounts provided by participants (Braun and Clarke 2006). 

 

Chapter structure  
 

This thesis consists of seven chapters. Chapter One outlines the global refugee crisis and 

Australia’s response. The politics of protection will be discussed, with reference to the 

rise of far-right and anti-immigration parties in the West, including Australia. The 

Australian political context and negative discourse around asylum seekers will then be 

discussed, followed by an overview of the current legislative and policy framework 

relating to people who seek asylum onshore without a valid visa.   

 

Chapter Two begins with an overview of UAM statistics around the world and then 

narrows its focus to Australia. This includes discussion of statistics, guardianship, 

immigration detention, care arrangements in the community, age assessments, access to 

services and supports and turning 18 and transitioning from care. This chapter raises key 

concerns identified in the literature about the care and support offered to UAMs in 

Australia.  

 

In Chapter Three, how the social-ecological approach to resilience is conceptualised in 

this thesis will be explored and is followed by a discussion of the effect of exposure to 

war, terror and political violence on children and young people. Attention will then turn 

to the empirical evidence that suggests the types of interventions and domains of 

influence likely to promote resilience processes for UAMs living in Australian 

communities.  

 

In Chapter Four, I outline the research design, data collection and data analysis processes 

and why they are appropriate for answering the research questions. This chapter also 

includes discussion of relevant ethical issues and how these were managed in relation to 

procedural and practical ethics, including a description of some “ethically important 

moments”. The strengths and limitations of the research design are also identified, and I 

engage in reflection of how I, as the researcher, influence the generation of knowledge 

through the processes detailed in the study.  
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The findings of this thesis are provided in Chapter Five. The themes of Distal Decisions, 

Connection, Education and Identity were identified from analysis of interview data, and 

each is discussed in turn.  

 

In Chapter Six I propose the Domains of Facilitated Resilience model, which 

conceptualises the complex interactions between the themes identified in Chapter Five. 

This model is useful for identifying intervention points for supporting UAMs and 

thinking about the role of various resources for facilitating resilience. Each of the domains 

are discussed in turn, along with the interaction points most pertinent to each domain, 

beginning with Distal Decisions, followed by Connection, Education and Identity.  

 

In Chapter Seven, I discuss the implications of the research findings and make 

conclusions. First, five ‘lessons’ about resilience in the context of UAMs will the 

discussed, followed by recommendations in terms of legislation and policy and 

recommendations for service providers. Suggestions for future research are then 

discussed before final conclusions are made.  
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Key Definitions and Notes About Terminology 
 

Below are some of the key terms that will be used throughout this thesis and which require 

definitions, explanations or clarifications about nomenclature. This includes the 

definition of “unaccompanied asylum seeking minor”, ward and non-ward status and 

residence determination, community detention and community houses (the primary living 

arrangement for UAMs in this study). Clarifications around the nomenclature of the 

Immigration Department as well as information about relevant visa categories are also 

provided.  

 

Unaccompanied asylum-seeking minors  
 

The term “unaccompanied minor” refers to individuals under 18 who have arrived in a 

host country without a relative or caregiver. For the purposes of the Immigration 

(Guardianship of Children) Act 1946 (Cth) (‘IGOC Act’), and under the Child 

Safeguarding Framework, a person is a relative of a minor if there is a current connection 

through blood or marriage (DIBP 2016). The Immigration Department identifies two 

categories of unaccompanied children. The first, “Unaccompanied Minors” (UAM) refers 

to children and young people under 18 years of age who arrive in Australia without a 

natural parent, or relative 21 years or older, and who seek to remain in Australia 

permanently by applying for a protection or humanitarian visa (asylum seekers). The 

second category, “Unaccompanied Humanitarian Minors” (UHM), refers to young people 

resettled under Australia’s offshore Humanitarian Program or unaccompanied asylum 

seekers (UAMs) who have subsequently been granted an onshore protection visa (MYAN 

2012). Participants in this study arrived in Australia as unaccompanied asylum seekers 

and included those still awaiting status determination as well as those recognised as 

refugees and were granted either a substantive temporary or permanent protection visa.  

 

The term “unaccompanied and separated child” has been used by Save the Children, 

UNHCR and the Separated Children in Europe Program rather than “unaccompanied 

minor”. They argue that this phrase captures that children are separated from their parents 

or primary caretaker and suffer socially and psychologically from this separation (Save 

the Children, 2004; UNHCR 2004). However, as Hopkins and Hill (2006) note, the word 

‘separated’ implies passivity and diminishes agency, as research indicates that the choice 

to flee may be made by the child or young person’s or made together with their families. 
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Further, the terms used most frequently by service providers and former UAMs 

themselves was “unaccompanied minor”. Thus, in this thesis, the term “unaccompanied 

minor”, “unaccompanied child” or “unaccompanied young people/young person” will be 

used in this thesis.   

 

Ward and non-ward status  
 

The Immigration Guardianship of Children Act 1946 Cth (IGOC Act) governs the legal 

status of unaccompanied minors. Under the IGOC Act, the Department of Immigration 

determines whether an UAM falls under their legal guardianship. Wards of the Minister 

do not have a relative (over 21 years of age) living in Australia who is able to accept care 

and responsibility for them. The Immigration Minister delegates guardianship 

responsibilities to officers in the Department of Immigration and relevant child welfare 

authorities in each state and territory, such as the Department of Health and Human 

Services (DHHS) in Victoria. Non-ward UAMs are young people who do not have a 

parent in Australia but do have a relative over the age of 21 who assumes guardianship 

of them (HREOC 2004, p. 756).  

 

Residence determination, community detention and community houses  

 

The Immigration Minister can make a residence determination under section 197AB of 

the Migration Act 1958 (Cth) that a person is permitted to live in a specified residence in 

the community instead of held detention. While free to move around the community, they 

remain legally detained and this is known as ‘community detention’. Arrangements for 

UAMs to live in community detention were developed in early 2010 to cope with the 

rapid increase in unaccompanied asylum-seeking minors in Australia and to respond to 

community pressure that they be released from held immigration detention. Community 

detention residences were managed and staffed 24/7 by contracted or sub-contracted 

service providers (either directly through the Immigration Department or through the lead 

agency, the Australian Red Cross) who were responsible for ensuring the care and safety 

of the UAMs in that house. UAMs in community detention were allowed to move freely 

in the community but conditions were attached to their residence determination, such as 

sleeping in the specified residence every night and not having the right to work. In 2014 

a Code of Behaviour was also introduced (see Appendix 2), which prohibited “anti-social 
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behaviour”, including spitting or swearing in public. The former UAMs in this study 

referred to their residence as a “community house” and this term is also used in the thesis.  

 

The Department of Immigration  
 

The Immigration Department has undergone multiple name changes in recent history that 

are relevant to this thesis:  

 

Table 1: Department of Immigration name changes 

Dates Immigration department 

March 1996 – November 2001 Department of Immigration and Multicultural Affairs 

(DIMA) 

November 2001- January 2006 Department of Immigration and Multicultural and 

Indigenous Affairs (DIMIA) 

January 2006 – January 2007 Department of Immigration and Multicultural Affairs 

(DIMA) 

January 2007 – September 2013 Department of Immigration and Citizenship (DIAC) 

September 2013 – December 2017 Department of Immigration and Border Protection 

(DIBP) 

December 2017 – Present  Department of Home Affairs (DHA)                                           

 

To avoid confusion with the use of multiple names, the Immigration Department or the 

Department of Immigration will be used throughout this thesis. The Minister responsible 

for that portfolio will be referred to as the Immigration Minister or Minister for 

Immigration.  

 

Visa categories  

 

There are four visas that are relevant to UAMs in this thesis and will be referred to often. 

Further details about the conditions attached to these visas will be provided in the body 

of the thesis. Asylum seekers who arrived in Australia without a valid visa on or after 13 

August 2012, the Temporary Protection Visa (TPV) and Safe Haven Enterprise Visa 

(SHEV) will be the only visas available. For asylum seekers who arrived before this date 

and whose claims were not finalised, were subject to retrospective application of the TPV 

or SHEV. TPV and SHEV holders have no rights to family reunion and must obtain 

Immigration permission in writing to leave Australia, on the grounds of compassionate 
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or compelling circumstances. They do have access to limited social security benefits (e.g. 

the Special Benefit), Medicare, primary and secondary education for children, job-

matching and short-term counselling for torture or trauma and have permission to work. 

Specific conditions for each visa are detailed below:  

 

Bridging Visa E (BVE, subclass 051) 

 

Bridging Visa E is a temporary visa that allows asylum seekers to live in the Australian 

community while waiting for permission to apply for a protection visa, or while waiting 

for the outcome of their on-shore protection visa (refugee status) application. The 

conditions and entitlements of the BVE are:  

• Income assistance to cover basic living expenses and rent (89% of Centrelink 

Special Benefit); 

• May be eligible for the Asylum Seekers Assistance Scheme (ASAS), administered 

by the Red Cross for those with limited financial resources; 

• Eligible for Medicare (the publicly funded universal health care system);  

• Most have work rights; must sign the Code of Behaviour (see Appendix 2). Work 

rights have been revoked and granted numerous times in recent years.   

 

TPV (subclass 785) 

• Issued for up to three years.  

• When the visa is approaching expiry, TPV holders may apply for another TPV or 

SHEV. Refugee status will be reassessed with the lodgement of the new 

application. 

 

SHEV (subclass 790) 

• Issued for up to five years; 

• SHEV holders may apply for another TPV or SHEV when the visa expires. 

Refugee status will be reassessed with the lodgement of the new application; 

• SHEV holders eligible for the pathways scheme (see below) may apply for 

standard onshore migration visas for which the thresholds are very high (e.g. 

work visas, study visas, migration visa) but cannot apply for a Permanent 

Protection Visa (PPV); 

• SHEV Pathway requirements: For at least 42 months of the five years engaged 

in employment in a designated regional area without depending on social 
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security benefits, or in full-time study at an approved regional institution, or 

engaged in a combination of these.  

 

PPV (subclass 866) 

• Immediate permanent residency;  

• Access to the full range of social security benefits, settlement services and 

Medicare; 

• Permission to work and access all employment services;  

• Same access to education as any other permanent resident, with some additional 

supports available based on need; 

• 510 hours of English language education; 

• May apply for family reunion for immediate family members;  

• May enter and leave Australia.  
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Chapter 1: The global ‘refugee crisis’ 
 

This chapter will outline the ‘global refugee crisis’ and Australia’s response. It will begin 

by defining the terms forced migrant, refugee and asylum seeker in international law, 

followed by key statistics pertaining to these categories over the past several years of the 

refugee crisis. The politics of protection will then be discussed, with reference to the rise 

of far-right and anti-immigration parties in the West, including Australia. Attention will 

then turn to the Australian political context and negative discourses around asylum 

seekers, as well as an overview of legislation and policy relating to people who seek 

asylum onshore without a valid visa. Developments from 1999 until 2018 will be 

referenced, however only those most relevant to the present thesis will be discussed as it 

is beyond the scope of this thesis to provide a comprehensive account of all changes to 

legislation and policy that impact asylum seekers in Australia during this time period.  

 

Forced migrants, refugees and asylum seekers 
 

Within global migration flows are those who are forced to flee due to persecution, human 

rights abuses, violent conflict, repression, natural and man-made disasters and 

environmental degradation. Whilst many decide to leave pre-emptively, increasing 

numbers are forced from their homes by governments and insurgent groups that aim to 

alter the ethnic, religious, or other demographic compositions of the area (Martin 2012). 

According to Wood (1994), whilst forcibly displaced groups flee for a variety of reasons, 

such as systematic persecution or life-threatening natural disasters, most are influenced 

by several underlying causal factors. Wood (1994) suggests that these causal factors can 

be grouped into three overlapping domains: war, political instability and persecution; 

ecological crisis and life-threatening ecological decline (these groups are often 

considered “economic” migrants or “environmental refugees”); and ethnic, religious and 

tribal conflicts. These neat analytical distinctions are obscured once attention is focused 

on a particular mass forced migration, and as Wood (1994, p. 515) notes, “distinctions 

among causal factors are less important than the cumulative effects of two or more causal 

factors”. As a result, there is a tension between the complex, volatile sub-national causes 

of forced migration and legalistic international responses that attempt to distinguish 

between legal refugees and economic migrants (Wood 1994).  Forced migrants can 

become internally displaced persons (IDPs) or can travel across international borders, in 

which case international obligations to protect come into play and the process of refugee 
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determination may begin. In any case, forced migrant groups are highly dynamic, and 

“their experiences involve a constantly shifting set of migration streams, created, 

diverted, and absorbed among places and across boundaries by various coercive factors” 

(Wood 1994, p. 615). As Martin (2012) notes, the forced migration process begins before 

people leave their homes and for the fortunate, it ends with reintegration into their home 

community or their integration into a new one.  

 

Refugees constitute a specific group within forced migrants who meet the definition in 

the 1951 Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees (the ‘1951 Refugee Convention’), 

as modified by the 1967 Protocol. Article 1 A(2) of the 1951 Refugee Convention and 

the 1967 Protocol define a refugee as someone who, 

 

Owing to well founded fear of being persecuted for reasons of race, 

religion, nationality, membership of a particular social group or political 

opinion, is outside the country of his nationality and is unable or, owing 

to such fear, is unwilling to avail himself of the protection of that 

country; or who, not having a nationality and being outside the country 

of his former habitual residence, is unable or, owing to such fear, is 

unwilling to return to it.  

 

An asylum seeker is an individual who has left their home country and is seeking asylum 

in another and is waiting for the determination of their claim. To be found a refugee, they 

must demonstrate they meet the above definition. The 1951 Refugee Convention 

definition excludes those who have fled solely due to environmental degradation, natural 

or man-made disaster, or extreme poverty (Weerasinghe, 2018). However, as data in 

Table 2 shows below, refugees and asylum seekers represent a small fraction of those 

who flee their communities due to violent discrimination, civil unrest and other life-

threatening economic and ecological conditions. 

 

The ‘refugee crisis’  
 

The current ‘refugee crisis’, fuelled by the civil war in the Syrian Arab Republic and 

ongoing conflict, persecution of minorities and humanitarian emergencies in Afghanistan, 

Iraq, Yemen, South Sudan, Somalia, the Central African Republic and Mynamar, has 

received widespread global media, political and public attention. Multiple ongoing 

displacement crises meant that in 2017, the global forcibly displaced population grew by 

2.9 million to reach 68.5 million individuals, more than any time since World War II 

(United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees, 2018a, p. 2). Of this population, 25.4 
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million were refugees, 40 million were internally displaced, and 3.1 million were asylum 

seekers. As Table 2 below indicates, the numbers of people leaving their homes due to 

conflict, persecution, violence or human rights violations have broadly increased over the 

past five years.  

 

Table 2: Forced displacement categories 2013-2017 

Category 2017 2016 2015 2014 2013 

Forced migrants  68.5m 65.6m 65.3m 59.5m 51.2m 

Refugees 25.4m 22.5m 21.3m 19.5m 16.7m 

Internally displaced 40.0m 40.3m 40.8m 38.2m 33.3m 

Asylum seekers 3.1m 2.8m 3.2m 1.8m 1.2m 

 

Source: UNHCR (2014, 2015, 2016b, 2017, 2018b).  

 

In 2017, developing regions hosted 85 per cent of the world’s refugees under UNHCR’s 

mandate (about 16.8 million people). Lebanon continues to host the largest number of 

refugees relative to its national population, with one in six people under UNHCRs 

mandate (UNHCR 2018). Jordan and Turkey were ranked second and third, with one in 

14 and one in 23 being refugees, respectively (UNHCR 2018). For the fourth consecutive 

year, Turkey has hosted the largest number of refugees in the world, with 3.5 million 

refugees within its borders. Of the 3.1 million asylum seekers in 2017, over half were 

located in developing regions; although the largest recipient nations of new individual 

applications were the United States of America (USA), Germany, Italy and Turkey 

(UNHCR 2018). Of deep concern is that resettlement quotas have reduced, with a 54 per 

cent drop in the number of refugees submitted to States for resettlement compared to 

2016; only 102,800 refugees were admitted for resettlement in 2017, including those with 

and without UNHCR assistance (UNHCR 2018).  

 

These figures indicate that despite talk of a global ‘refugee crisis’ (and the associated 

‘influx’ of forced migrants seeking protection in the West), the burdens and 

responsibilities of offering protection to refugees and asylum seekers are unfairly 

distributed (Hathaway, 2007; United Nations 2016). Further, Foster (2012) notes that 

despite the well-established notion that international cooperation is necessary to 

adequately respond to the challenges of refugee protection, attempts by states in recent 

decades to engage in responsibility sharing have tended to undermine rather than expand 

refugee protection. However, the New York Declaration for Refugees and Migrants was 
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adopted by the United Nations (UN) General Assembly on 19 September 2016, which 

reasserted the importance of the international protection regime, of equitable sharing of 

responsibilities for protecting refugees and migrants and of supporting countries affected 

by large movements of refugees and migrants2 (United Nations 2016). The Declaration 

also committed governments to work towards the adoption of a Global Compact on 

Refugees. On 17 December 2018 the final draft of the Compact was included in the annual 

UNHCR ‘omnibus resolution’, which was ‘affirmed’ by the General Assembly with only 

the USA and Hungary voting against ("GA Res 73/151," ; United Nations, 2018). While 

not legally binding, the Compact contains important political commitments to improve 

the international community’s response to refugees that were affirmed by the 

overwhelming majority of countries in the General Assembly.  

 

The politics of protection  
 

Only half a century after the establishment of an international refugee regime, seemingly 

well-established international norms protecting those fleeing persecution have come 

under threat in many Western countries. While the “moral polity” of nation-states who 

ratified the 1951 Convention and 1967 Protocol subscribe to shared fundamental human 

rights principles, the existing international refugee regime has failed to fulfil its mandate 

to provide asylum to those in need of protection (Monsutti, 2018). International 

organisations and political structures in countries in the developed world, often removed 

from the countries in crisis, have been unprepared to respond to the ‘refugee crisis’ and 

have instead developed restrictive policies for granting a legal status of protection 

(Monsutti, 2018). Writing in 1996, Weiner’s observation remains valid today: “Liberal 

democratic governments have sought to balance their humanitarian concern for the plight 

of refugees with a concern that a massive refugee influx may be a threat to the integrity, 

wellbeing, financial capacity and political and social stability of their own country” 

(1996, p. 5). This “liberal paradox”, as labelled by James Hollifield, reflects tension 

between national interests and respect for universal rights (Monsutti, 2018).  

 

                                                 
2 The New York Declaration outlines (in Annex I) key elements of a Comprehensive Refugee Response 

Framework (CRRF) for large-scale movements of refugees and protracted refugee situations. This includes 

support for countries and communities that host large numbers of refugees, as well as promoting the 

inclusion of refugees in host communities, developing a ‘whole-of-society’ approach to refugee responses, 

and ensuring the involvement, at an early stage, of development actors (UNHCR, 2016a) 
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Western countries have witnessed the strengthening of right-wing and xenophobic 

movements that reaffirm national sovereignty (Monsutti, 2018). Throughout Europe, far-

right and nationalist parties have made significant electoral gains in recent national 

elections, such as the Swiss People’s Party in Switzerland (29 per cent of the vote), the 

Freedom Party in Austria (26 per cent), Danish People’s Party in Denmark (21 per cent) 

and The Finns in Finland (18 per cent) (BBC, 2018). The Brexit vote in the United 

Kingdom (UK) was noted for the prominence of populist, isolationist, ethno-nationalist 

and anti-immigration messages of the Leave campaign (Arnorsson & Zoega, 2018; 

Bachmann & Sidaway, 2016; Bonikowski, 2017; Goodwin & Milazzo, 2017; Hobolt, 

2016; Virdee & McGeever, 2018). In the United States, President Donald Trump was 

elected on an explicitly protectionist and anti-immigration platform. In Australia, Pauline 

Hanson’s One Nation is notable for its explicitly anti-immigration, nationalist and 

conservative platform but electoral success has been less marked and will be discussed 

further below. According to Stolcke (1995), cultural identity and distinctiveness are 

central to anti-immigration sentiments and how the policies are rationalised (also see 

Ivarsflaten, 2005).  

 

There is a growing body of literature that examines the impact of radical right, anti-

immigration groups on ‘mainstream’ political parties. Van Spanje (2010) conducted a 

comparative-empirical analysis of 75 parties in 11 West European countries between 

1990 and 20043 and found that “instead of only influencing individual parties that adapt 

to immediately-felt electoral pressure, the contagion seems to affect entire party systems”.  

Pettigrew (1998, p. 95) similarly states that “while far-right efforts have gained only 

minimal power directly, they have shifted the entire political spectrum to the right on 

immigration”, and that this holds true for Europe, the United States, and Australia. 

Minkenberg (2002) agrees with Givens (2012, p. 7) that in France, the National Rally 

(formerly Front National) had an ‘agenda-setting effect’ with other parties co-opting part 

of their agenda. Minkenberg (2002, p. 267) reports a similar situation in Germany, where 

the ‘major parties’ embraced the right-wing definition of the “asylum problem” in 1992. 

Spanje (2010, p. 578) does note however that “rightist parties are not more likely to co-

                                                 
3 Van Spanje (2010, p. 564) measures one type of political impact, which is defined in terms of Downsian 

spatial competition. “Contagion” occurs when “other parties shift to more restrictive immigration policy 

positions after electoral success of the anti-immigration party in their country”. 
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opt the policies of the anti-immigration parties than leftist4 parties are”5. Givens (2012) 

argues that parties on the Right have responded by co-opting the anti-immigration issue, 

and that although the Left have also been in favour of immigration control this has been 

pursued alongside policies aimed at helping immigrants integrate. 

 

Australian political context and anti-asylum seeker discourse  
 

Understanding the current Australian political context and discourses around asylum 

seekers should be situated within the broader history of immigration policy. From 

Australia’s federation in 1901 to 1972, popular anti-Asian sentiment and racism meant 

the White Australia policy barred entry for migrants that were non-European or 

‘coloured’. Race theories such as polygenism and Social Darwinism were prevalent and 

coupled with economic concerns and a desire to keep Australia tied to its British origins 

led the Commonwealth Government to enact the Immigration Restriction Act, 1901 (the 

White Australia policy) as the first piece of legislation in the Australian parliament (Jupp, 

1995; Kabir, 2006). The Act does not mention race or the White Australia policy but 

effectively prevented ‘coloured’ or ‘undesirable’ immigrants from settling in Australia 

and sought to entrench racial and cultural homogeneity (Jupp, 1995). The focus on 

restricting entry to Australia was driven by the overriding concern to keep Australia 

British, white and Christian, which formed the foundation of Australia’s fledgling 

national identity. It was assumed that coloured people would disrupt social harmony and 

disturb public order, as well as depress working and living conditions.   

 

Although there was a gradual dismantling of the White Australia policy from the 1950s, 

it was the election of the Labor Whitlam Government in 1972 that is considered a 

“watershed in the shift towards a more multicultural conception of Australian society 

emphasizing the value of social diversity and cultural mixing” (van Krieken, 2012, p. 

509). The introduction of the Racial Discrimination Act 1972, followed by Australia’s 

first formally non-discriminatory immigration policy in 1973, officially ended the White 

Australia policy era (Poynting & Mason, 2008). A key difference between the White 

Australia policy and the fledgling concept of multiculturalism was that they served 

                                                 
4 Van Spanje (2010, p. 580) explains, “‘Left’ and ‘right’ not only refer to a traditional economic axis…but 

also to a broader dimension that encompasses clusters of issue positions”. 
5 As Givens (2012, p. 5) noted, in the UK, “Tony Blair’s Labour government was consistently more 

restrictive with regard to asylum seekers…in part because of a populist backlash against an asylum system 

that was seen as broken and exploited by illegitimate asylum seekers”.  
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different functions – the former limited entry to Australia, whilst the latter managed the 

Australian population (Anderson, 2013). Multiculturalism also has a variety of meanings 

and the notion of a multicultural society is complex and involves a number of separate 

issues (Anderson, 2013; Marden & Mercer, 1998; Pakulski, 2014). Multiculturalism can 

be descriptive (the reality of socio-demographic and socio-cultural diversity); normative 

(approval of diversity e.g., ‘we need immigration’); and ideological (the promotion of 

cultural diversity, tolerance and policies that support these e.g. ‘we should be tolerant 

towards immigrants’). Australia’s approach to multiculturalism has encompassed all 

three meanings, with relative emphasis shifting with successive governments.  

 

The introduction of multiculturalism in 1972 resulted in policies that promoted the virtues 

of cultural, religious and ethnic diversity and which drastically altered what was expected 

of minorities and society at large. Hage (2000) notes that the theme of “cultural 

enrichment” is central to Australian multiculturalism, with emphasis on the value various 

cultures present and the value of the interaction between them. However, Hage (2000) 

argues that within this discourse, White (Anglo-Celtic) Australia is still positioned at the 

centre of the Australian cultural map. Migrant cultures’ value and viability lies in the 

function of enriching cultures and “while the dominant White culture merely and 

unquestionably exists, migrant cultures exist for the latter” (Hage, 2000, p. 121). For 

multiculturalism to work, it must be guided by a “White essence”, referring to Western 

values of democracy, tolerance, freedom of speech (Hage, 2000, p. 122; also see Fozdar, 

2012 and Pakulski , 2014). Without the “White manager”, Hage (2000) argues, cultures 

are bounded not to mix and will inevitably lead to ethnic tension and conflict. Thus, 

management of an “economy of otherness” has regulated the value of otherness to ensure 

White Australians remain positioned at the centre (Hage, 2000, p.128). It appears that 

although multiculturalism appears to celebrate cultural diversity and the contribution of 

migrants to Australian society, Australia’s long history of racism and exclusion of the 

‘other’ is still pervasive in modern society.   

  

The most prominent example of racism and anti-immigration sentiment in Australian 

politics is the One Nation party, which has had a significant impact on immigration and 

asylum debates in Australia. Hanson’s maiden speech in Parliament in 1996 was 

explicitly racist (“we are in danger of being swamped by Asians”) as was her speech when 

she returned to parliament in 2016, although she now declared Muslims were the new 

threat (Hanson, 1996, 2016). The politics of One Nation successfully tapped the fears of 
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segments of the Australian population (W. Maley, 2010; Marden & Mercer, 1998). As 

Spanje’s (2010) study of anti-immigration parties in Europe showed, such parties exerted 

a ‘contagion’ effect that influences the agenda-setting of whole party systems, even if the 

party is not elected to government. It can be argued that One Nation has produced a 

palpable ‘contagion effect’ in Australian politics. According to Walsh (2014, pp. 288-

289), “while never achieving significant electoral success, One Nation displayed a 

perceptible effect on the discourse and policies of the Liberal party”. The mobilisation of 

One Nation voters around issues of race and migration resulted in the conservative 

Howard (Liberal-National Coalition) government co-opting Hanson’s rhetoric and 

moving the government towards a ‘Soft Hansonism’ approach through the adoption of 

One Nation’s policy perspectives on asylum seekers (Maley 2010). Maley (2010, p. 199) 

stated, “several of the policies on refugees and asylum-seekers which One Nation offered 

to voters in the 1998 election are now official policy of the government”. The impact of 

this shift in the immigration and asylum agenda continues today.  

 

Three significant events occurred in 2001 that resulted in a hardening of Australian 

asylum policy. These were the ‘Tampa Incident’ in August, the September 11 attacks and 

the ‘children overboard’ incident in October. The Howard Government’s response 

ushered in an era of punitive measures and hostile attitudes towards asylum seekers 

among politicians, the media and public opinion (Dastyari, 2015; Every & Augoustinos, 

2008; Klocker & Dunn, 2003; Louis, Duck, Terry, Schuller, & Lalonde, 2007; G. Martin, 

2015; McKay, Thomas, & Blood, 2011; McKay, Thomas, & Kneebone, 2011; Pedersen, 

Watt, & Hansen, 2006; Pickering, 2001; Pickering & Weber, 2014; Richardson, 2010; 

Romano, 2004; Slattery, 2003). Australia’s preoccupation with ‘boat people’ arriving on 

its shores in large part sprang from the so-called ‘Tampa Affair’. In August 2001, the 

M.V. Tampa rescued 433 asylum seekers from a leaking vessel in international waters 

between Indonesia and Australia. The vessel was denied permission to land in Australia 

and when it entered Australia’s territorial waters it was boarded by armed Australian 

Special Air Service troops. Passengers were moved to Australian naval vessels and 

transported to the tiny pacific island of Nauru (which was not party to the 1951 Refugee 

Convention) and New Zealand, which accepted 131 asylum seekers, including 37 UAMs 

in September 2001, followed by a further 77 resettled from Nauru after they were found 

to be refugees (Rummery, 2005)6. The Australian government asserted the asylum 

                                                 
6 Magner (2004) argued that this may have led to asylum seekers being deprived of protections guaranteed 

by the Refugee Convention. The Australian government also prevented further vessels carrying asylum 
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seekers would “never” set food in Australia and defended its right to determine who came 

to Australia and under what conditions (Maley 2010). This hard-line stance proved 

popular among the Australian public and was a significant factor in the government’s 

success in the federal election three months later (Maley 2010).  

 

Maley (2010) argues that the impact of the 2001 election and of Hansonism more broadly 

was the erosion of elite consensus that had sustained refugee resettlement and high levels 

of immigration in the past. Maley (2010, p. 10) asserts that “what turned asylum into an 

‘issue’ was not simply Pauline Hanson’s raising it; it was the conscious decision of a 

major party leader to abandon a search for consensus and instead use asylum policy as a 

basis for product differentiation”. The perception that Howard’s tough approach to 

asylum seekers worked in the 2001 election meant the tactic was kept for future use, “and 

it has now returned to haunt Australian political discourse” (Maley, 2010, p. 10). In 2018, 

asylum seekers remain a source of ‘wedge politicking’ and asylum seekers are 

stigmatised, delegitimised and criminalised in Australia’s political system (Ferfolja & 

Vickers, 2010). As Hathaway (2007) notes, those who arrive seeking protection without 

pre-authorisation are referred to as ‘illegal’ despite the Refugee Convention stating that 

seeking asylum is a human right. Indeed, in all government documents and 

communications, asylum seekers who arrive by boat are referred to as “Illegal Maritime 

Arrivals” (in this thesis the term ‘Irregular Maritime Arrivals’ (IMAs) will sometimes be 

used).  

 

The Howard government argued that preventing ‘boat people’ from arriving in Australia 

was needed to protect the system of refugee protection from being exploited and 

undermined by asylum seekers “who were rhetorically constructed as illegal, threatening, 

and undeserving of Australia’s generosity” (Stats, 2014, p. 178; also see Hathaway, 

2007). Although Australia’s policies are harsh compared to other nations, around the 

world governments have increasingly made disingenuous arguments justifying harsh 

treatment (often illegal) of refugees and asylum seekers arriving in their territory on the 

grounds that it is a rational and necessary means of border protection (Fleay & Hartley, 

2016; Hathaway, 2007). The negative construction of asylum seekers and the need to 

implement harsh policies deterring their arrival is a thread that has continued in Australia, 

                                                 
seekers from entering Australian territorial waters, with some ships pushed back into the high seas. Magner 

(2004) argued that this more than likely violated the principle of non-refoulement and most likely violated 

the Refugee Convention. See Magner (2004) and Mathew (2002) for a full analysis of the Tampa Affair 

and the resultant Pacific Solution.  
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with varying degrees of intensity, until the present day, but perhaps most notably in the 

post-Howard era under the Prime Ministership of Tony Abbott from September 2013 

until September 2015 (Richardson 2010; Martin 2015). Under Immigration Minister Peter 

Dutton (2014 - 2018), some of the harshest new measures were introduced and these will 

be discussed further below.  

 

A number of factors have contributed to continuing popular antagonism towards asylum 

seekers. The most prominent arguments include that they are assisted by ‘people 

smugglers’, giving the impression asylum seekers are ‘wealthy’ and implicating in 

criminal dealings; that they are ‘queue jumpers’ who circumvent the orderly process of 

refugee resettlement, and take the places of legitimate refugees who ‘do it the right way’; 

and they present a security threat, particularly in the form of potential terrorists (Humpage 

& Marston, 2006; W. Maley, 2010; McAdam, 2013; Richardson, 2010). However, each 

of these arguments unravel under close scrutiny. Despite this, current asylum debates in 

Australia are centred around “stopping the boats”, which formed a central platform in the 

Coalition party’s successful campaign bid in the 2013 federal election (Martin 2015). 

McAdam (2013, p.  435) argues that both major parties have become complicit in the 

“race to the bottom” with regards to the treatment of asylum seekers (which is further 

indication of the ‘contagion effect’ of One Nation).  

 

Richardson (2010) notes that deterrence policies are rationalised on the basis that they 

“send a strong message” to potential irregular migrants and people smugglers, however 

evidence suggests that this is based on a flawed and outdated view of the communication 

process and a simplistic understanding of refugee audiences. Fleay and colleagues (2016) 

similarly assert that government media and Internet strategies aimed at deterring asylum 

seekers are implemented without regard for how information is sourced before and during 

asylum seekers’ boat journeys. These studies suggest that deterrence messaging is far 

from straightforward and disregards the importance of the primary reasons why asylum 

seekers leave their countries of origin (that is, to find peace and a better life). However, 

such justifications are appealing because they are simplistic and make ‘sense’ on the 

surface, and as such, asylum policy remains at the mercy of populist politics that seeks to 

win voters through harsh policies. This political atmosphere has resulted in a volatile 

policy context that directly impacts the lived experiences of UAMs in Australia. It is vital 

to the positive development of unaccompanied children in Australia that empirical 
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research identifies key protective factors that support their resilience so that policymakers 

and service providers know where to focus their limited resources.  

 

Australia’s legislative and policy context 

 

Mandatory detention for onshore asylum seekers was introduced by the Keating (Labour) 

government in 1992. However, as noted above, it was the Howard Government that 

ushered in an era of punitive legislation and policy, beginning with the introduction of 

Temporary Protection Visas (TPVs, visa subclass 785) in October 1999 for refugees who 

arrived onshore without valid travel documents. The justification being to protect 

humanitarian settlement places for deserving offshore refugees from “unlawful” onshore 

arrivals (Humpage & Marston, 2006; Mansouri & Leach, 2009). It was later promoted as 

a deterrence measure in the face of an “influx” of asylum seekers, with Permanent 

Protection Visas (PPVs) available only to offshore humanitarian program entrants or to 

onshore applicants who entered Australia with a valid visa (Humpage & Marston, 2006; 

Mansouri & Leach, 2009). Following the Tampa Affair, the ‘Pacific Solution’ was 

introduced whereby asylum seekers would be transferred to an offshore processing 

facility in Nauru, and the Border Protection Bill 2001 permitted boat ‘turn-backs’ to 

outside of Australia’s territorial sea. Further, over 4,000 islands were excised from 

Australia’s migration zone to reduce asylum seekers access to judicial processes (Magner, 

2004).  

 

The Rudd Government (2007 – 2010) sought to reduce some of the harshest elements of 

Australia’s policy on asylum seekers. There was growing domestic disquiet about the 

impacts of TPV policy regime, such as higher levels of anxiety, depression and PTSD 

compared to those with PPVs (Australian Human Rights Commission, 2013; Momartin 

et al., 2006; Steel et al., 2011; Steel et al., 2006), particularly among children who 

exhibited physiological and psychological symptoms, such as constant headaches, 

sleeping problems, issues with concentration and memory, signs of depression (Human 

Rights and Equal Opportunity Commission, 2004, pp. 815-816). This led to the abolition 

of TPVs in 2008 (Mansouri & Leach, 2009), along with the ‘Pacific Solution’ and boat 

‘turn backs’. However, increasing boat arrivals saw new measures aimed at deterrence as 

well as tougher rhetoric about people smugglers and asylum seekers. For instance, in 

April 2010 the processing of new claims by Sri Lankans and Afghans (who constituted 

80 per cent of boat arrivals) was suspended for three months and six months respectively, 
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with the justification that changing security circumstances in those countries meant fewer 

people were likely to need protection as refugees (Sydney Morning Herald, 2010).  

 

In 2012, the growing number of unauthorised boats carrying asylum seekers to Australia, 

deaths at sea, and domestic pressure and expectation that a ‘hard line’ approach be used 

to deter future arrivals led to the introduction of new punitive measures. Under the Gillard 

Government, asylum seekers who arrived on or after 13 August 2012 would be transferred 

to the reopened Nauru or Manus Island Regional Processing Centres (RPCs). However, 

the RPCs could not accommodate the number of asylum seekers who had arrived and 

were subject to transfer. Following advice of the Report of the Expert Panel on Asylum 

Seekers (see Houston, 2012), the Immigration Minister Chris Bowen announced the “no 

advantage principle” in November 2012, whereby IMAs would face no advantage over 

those awaiting assessment by UNHCR in refugee camps (Bowen, 2012; Hall, 2013). 

Processing of protection claims were frozen until July 2013, creating a backlog that would 

be referred to as the ‘Legacy Caseload’ under the Abbott Government (Fleay & Hartley, 

2016; Hall, 2013). Affected asylum seekers not sent offshore were placed on bridging 

visas with no work rights, limited benefits, were unable to make protection visa 

applications until invited by Government, and once submitted, processing would take up 

to five years (Fleay and Hartley, 2016; Hall, 2012). 

 

The “no advantage” policy was criticised by human rights groups, asylum seeker and 

refugee services, academics, politicians and UNHCR, who argued the policy directly 

contravened the 1951 Refugee Convention (Asylum Seeker Resource Centre, 2012; 

Grattan & Wroe, 2012; UNHCR 2013). Concerns related to asylum seekers’ deteriorating 

mental and physical health, increased demand on overstretched and under-resourced 

charities and the counter-productiveness of forcing asylum seekers to live on welfare 

without training or skill development for five years when most applicants in previous 

years were granted PPVs (ASRC, 2012; UNHCR, 2013). In July 2013, Prime Minister 

Kevin Rudd and PNG Prime Minister Peter O’Neil signed the ‘Regional Resettlement 

Arrangement’ (the ‘PNG Solution’), whereby IMAs would be sent to Manus Island RPC 

and if given refugee status, they would be eligible for resettlement in PNG or a third 

country only7 (Commonwealth of Australia, 2013). At the press conference the Prime 

                                                 
7 On 26 September 2014, Australia and Cambodia signed a Memorandum of Understanding (MOU) relating 

to the settlement of refugees from Manus Island and Nauru (Morrison, 2014). Under this agreement, which 

cost the Australian government $55 million, only those refugees who elect to be relocated on a voluntary 

basis will be resettled in Cambodia; seven refugees have done so, with four opting to return to their 
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Minister said, “from now on, any asylum seeker who arrives in Australia by boat will 

have no chance of being settled in Australia as refugees” (Rudd, 2013). The 

Memorandum of Understanding (MOU) with Nauru was renegotiated in August, with 

clause 12 allowing for the resettlement of refugees on Nauru.  

 

On 5 December 2014, under the Abbott Government, the Australian Senate passed the 

Maritime Powers Legislation Amendment (Resolving the Asylum Legacy Caseload) Bill 

2014 (Cth), which resulted in significant changes to Australia’s humanitarian program. 

This included the re-introduction of TPVs and the introduction of the Safe Haven 

Enterprise Visa (SHEV), the only visas available for IMAs; removal of the right to family 

reunion for TPV and SHEV holders;  removal of references to the 1951 Refugee 

Convention, enabling the government to use their own definition of ‘refugee’; the 

introduction of a Fast Track Assessment system for processing the applications of asylum 

seekers; limiting, and in some cases excluding, access to merits review of refugee status 

determination; and allowed the Minister to turn boats back to a country, regardless of 

whether a readmission agreement was in place (Kaldor Centre for International Refugee 

Law, 2018b; Kenny & Procter, 2016). In order to get the bill passed, the government 

made concessions with cross-bench Senators, including the release of children from 

Christmas Island detention centre, reinstating places cut from the offshore Humanitarian 

Program and the granting of work rights to asylum seekers on bridging visas in the 

community (Medhora & Hurst, 2014; L. Taylor, 2014).  

 

The new Fast Track Assessment system affected 30,000 asylum seekers who came by 

boat between 13 August 2012 and 31 December 2013, who were labelled the ‘Legacy 

Caseload’8. On 21 May 2017, the government announced the policy that any applications 

not lodged by 1 October 2017 would be barred by law and may result in deportation, 

despite thousands of asylum seekers having been prevented from applying prior to this 

                                                 
countries of origin after being resettled. Concerns about the agreement were raised by UNHCR as well as 

politicians, lawyers, refugees, human rights advocates, NGOs and members of the public in both countries 

(Gleeson, 2016a, 2017). On 26 September 2018 the MOU expired and was not renewed (Boyle & 

Reaksmey, 2018; SBS News, 2018). In November 2016 it was announced that the USA had agreed to 

resettle some refugees held on Manus Island and Nauru, and possibly some refugees who were transferred 

to Australia due to medical reasons. Details of the bilateral agreement have not been announced, however 

54 refugees were resettled in the USA in September 2017, with another 54 departing Manus Island for the 

USA in January 2018 (Kaldor Centre for International Refugee Law, 2018a).  
8 Those who arrived before 13 August 2012 but whose applications were not finalised by 18 September 

2013 are also in Legacy Caseload but are not subject to the Fast-Track process (Refugee Council of 

Australia, 2018).  
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(Refugee Council of Australia, 2018). McDonald and O’Sullivan (2018, p. 1003) found 

that “the current legislative framework for the Fast Track Assessment process operates to 

exacerbate the circumstances of vulnerability of asylum seekers”, due to increased 

propensity for legal errors with serious consequences. As Kenny and Procter (2016) point 

out, insecure visa status, post-arrival stressors and living in fear and uncertainty of 

rejection and repatriation are known to compound existing pre-migration trauma for 

asylum seekers and as such, the Fast Track process can have significant mental health 

impacts. As of September 2018, there were still 11,513 people waiting for a decision by 

the Immigration Department (Department of Home Affairs, 2018b).  

 

Legal assistance for people seeking asylum in Australia is comprised of federal 

government funded legal aid, state government funded legal aid, and legal assistance and 

representation by non-government organisations (NGOs) or community legal centres 

(CLCs) (Bawden, 2017). Asylum seekers who arrive without a valid visa were previously 

entitled to access the government funded Immigration Advice and Application Assistance 

Scheme (IAAAS) but funding was cut by the Coalition Government on 31 March 2014, 

with Immigration Minister Scott Morrison (now Australian Prime Minister) stating the 

policy would save approximately $100 million over four years and would deter future 

boat arrivals (Griffiths, 2014). This meant that these asylum seekers must access legal 

assistance at their own expense or through other channels, if available. The Government 

have instead developed Protection Application Information and Guides in different 

languages that provide instructions about the asylum application and assessment process 

(Bawden, 2017). However, a small number of the most vulnerable, such as 

unaccompanied minors, may be eligible for government-funded assistance under the 

Primary Application Information Service (PAIS). Eligibility is determined at the 

discretion of the Immigration Department, and assistance does not include support with 

merits or judicial review (Bawden, 2017).  

 

The limiting of government-funded legal assistance to people seeking asylum has caused 

concern that most asylum seekers will be left to manoeuvre the complex protection 

system alone. TPV applications are complex, long and must be completed in English; 

incorrect paperwork could result in deportation. This has increased pressure on services 

who provide legal advice to asylum seekers, who are under-resourced and overwhelmed 

by the increased client load (Bawden, 2017; Brennan, 2015). Limiting legal assistance 

entitlements means that some asylum seekers will be forced to apply for protection visas 
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on their own. As noted by the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (2005, p. 

3), “[a]sylum-seekers are often unable to articulate the elements relevant to an asylum 

claim without the assistance of a qualified counsellor because they are not familiar with 

the precise grounds for the recognition of refugee status and the legal system of the 

foreign country”. The IAAAS was established in 1997 to reduce the possibility that a 

person with genuine protection claims would be returned to danger due to lack of access 

to independent and professional advice, and with this service no longer available, 

Australia faces greater risk of violating its non-refoulement obligations under the Refugee 

Convention (Bawden, 2017; Refugee Advice and Casework Service, 2013). Further, 

whilst funding cuts may result in budget saving in the immediate to short-term, the policy 

will likely increase the burden on decision-making officials and the courts, as lawyers 

provide a ‘triage’ service that reduces the number of unmeritorious claims and ensure 

applications are coherent and in accordance with evidentiary and legal requirements 

(Bawden, 2017). As the Law Council of Australia has said, “the removal of claims 

assistance will place unreasonable pressure on Australian immigration officials who will 

be left to make decisions on the basis of poorly prepared and incomplete applications” 

(Bawden, 2017, p. 4). It may also lead to an increase in the number of appeals, at 

significant cost.  

 

In response to the federal government de-funding legal assistance for asylum seekers who 

arrived without a visa, the Victorian Government Attorney-General, Martin Pakula 

announced the Victorian Legal Aid Legacy Caseload Initiative in April 2016 (Pakula, 

2016). This initiative provided funding for Victorian Legal Aid, Refugee Legal and 

Justice Connect, so they could deliver legal aid and advice to up to 11,000 people seeking 

asylum who reside in Victoria, and who arrived by boat between August 2012 and the 

end of December 2013. Some claimants would also be provided Migration Agents 

through Victorian Legal Aid for judicial review proceedings. This is the most 

comprehensive legal assistance for people seeking asylum funded by a state government 

in Australia, with some other legal aid bodies in other states offering limited legal 

assistance to people seeking asylum, or referrals to other services (Bawden, 2017). The 

services available through independent CLCs and NGOs will differ, because, owing to 

funding cuts to these services and the increasing numbers of clients who are no longer 

eligible for IAAAS, these centres have become overwhelmed (Bawden, 2017).  
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Conclusion  

 

This chapter sought to introduce the broader context of the current ‘humanitarian’ or 

‘refugee crisis’ and the international and Australian response that has been driven by 

politics of border protection and, more specifically, anti-asylum seeker sentiment. 

Attention turned to the Australian political context and the rise of anti-asylum seeker 

sentiment in response to international and domestic events and increased boat arrivals in 

particular. The specific legislative and policy context from the Howard to the current 

Morrison Government was also outlined. Both UAMs and service providers must operate 

within the confines of punitive legislation and policy, and so understanding this context 

is important because it has a direct impact on the lived experiences of UAMs in this study. 

The next chapter will detail the situation of UAMs in Australia.  
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Chapter 2: Unaccompanied asylum-seeking minors in 

Australia 
 

This chapter will outline what is known about UAMs in Australia. First, international and 

Australian statistics will provide insight into the scale of the phenomenon of children and 

young people seeking asylum alone. Discussion will then turn to guardianship 

arrangements, immigration detention, care arrangements in the community, age 

assessments, and issues relating to transitioning from care. While there is very little 

academic research and only a small amount of grey literature providing insight into the 

circumstances of UAMs in Australia, what is reported is cause for concern.   

 

UAM statistics around the world  
 

In recent years, unaccompanied minors have received increased attention from 

humanitarian agencies (e.g. UNHCR, UNICEF, Save the Children), the European Union, 

Australian government agencies (e.g. Department of Home Affairs), NGOs (e.g. 

Multicultural Youth Advocacy Network), religious groups (e.g. National Council of 

Churches in Australia), the media and academia. Increased awareness of the plight of 

refugee children and unaccompanied minors coincides with alarming trends in forced 

migration. In 2017 for instance, children under 18 constituted 52 per cent of the refugee 

population, which has remained consistent in recent years but is a 41 per cent increase 

from 2009 (UNHCR, 2017). UNHCR (2018) made the conservative estimate that in 2017, 

there were 173,000 unaccompanied and separated children around the world, with 45,500 

seeking asylum on an individual basis (UNHCR, 2017, p. 3). As Figure 1 shows below, 

in 2017 there was a marked reduction in unaccompanied children lodging individual 

applications from previous years, with 75,000 in 2016, and 98,400 in 2015, the highest 

number since the UNHCR started systematically collecting such data in 2006 (UNHCR, 

2017; UNHCR, 2016).  
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Figure 1: Individual asylum claims submitted by unaccompanied or separated children 

2006-2017 

 

 

In 2017, the UNHCR began reporting the number of unaccompanied children registered 

as refugees, but to date this data is reported in only a minority of countries (UNHCR, 

2018). Whilst efforts are being made with partner agencies, such as UNICEF, to improve 

data, current data significantly underestimates the numbers of both asylum-seeking and 

refugee unaccompanied children (UNHCR, 2018). Of the countries that do report figures, 

the greatest numbers in 2017 were in Italy with 9,900 claims and Germany with 9,100 

claims. In 2016, Germany received 35,900 claims, more than half of all reported claims 

for that year. In 2015, 14,400 applications were lodged in Germany, compared to 4,400 

in 2014. Sweden received 2,700 claims in 2017, 3,200 in 2016, and 35,800 in 2015. In 

2017, other countries that received more than 1,000 claims from unaccompanied children 

included Egypt, Turkey, Greece, the UK, Tanzania, Austria, France, Zambia and the 

Netherlands. Afghan unaccompanied children have consistently made the most claims, 

with 26,700 claims in 2016 and 8,800 claims in 2017 (UNHCR, 2018).  

 

It is only recently that the phenomenon of unaccompanied children arriving outside 

planned resettlement schemes (i.e. onshore asylum seekers) has been officially 

recognised and measured in Australia (Department of Home Affairs, 2018a; Miller, 

Irizarry, & Blibst, 2013). This data is not made publicly available but was provided to me 

(see Appendix 1) in December 2018 in response to a Freedom of Information (FOI) 
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request submitted to the Immigration Department. I requested information from 19979 to 

the present but the FOI document states that prior to 2008 there are no data available 

relating to UAMs. From 2008 to October 2018, 2,877 protection visa applications were 

lodged by unaccompanied minors in detention. The Australian Human Rights 

Commission (AHRC, 2014, p. 151) noted that from 2009 to 2014 there was a surge in 

children arriving without parents or a legal guardian (also noted by Crock, 2007). 

According to the report, on 1 January 2009 to 1 January 2014, the number of UAMs rose 

from eight to 575, of whom 492 were in community detention (AHRC, 2014, p. 151). 

However, data provided by the Immigration Department seems to conflict with data 

reported by the AHRC. As detailed in Table 3 below, Immigration statistics state that as 

of 30 June 2013 there were 335 UAMs in community detention and as of 30 June 2014, 

there were 331. For both sets of data to be accurate, there would need to be a significant 

increase in the numbers of UAMs in community detention from June 2013 to January 

2014, and then a significant decrease in numbers until June 2014, presumably through the 

issuing of visas. It is unclear whether this is the case. There was also a potential 

discrepancy between Immigration Department and AHRC data relating to UAMs on 

Nauru. According to the Immigration Department, between 14 September 201210 and 

November 2018, 30 UAMs were transferred to Nauru from Australia under the MOU 

with Nauru. The AHRC (2014, p. 23) states, however, that since 19 July 2013, 

approximately 48 UAMs have arrived in Australia or been intercepted and were subject 

to transfer to Nauru. It is not clear how many UAMs were actually transferred to Nauru, 

however considering policy states that all Irregular Maritime Arrivals (IMAs) would be 

sent to RPC’s, it is possible the number is higher than the 30 UAMs cited by the 

Immigration Department.  

 

Table 3: UAMs in Held Detention and Community Detention 2010-2018 

Year Held Detention In the community 

on a Residence 

Determination 

Total 

30 June 2018 0 8 8 

30 June 2017 0 14 14 

                                                 
9 The former UAM participants in this study arrived between 1997 and 2013.  
10 This date marks the resumption of transferring IMAs to Manus Island and Nauru. On 19 July 2013, the 

‘Regional Resettlement Agreement’ was signed with PNG that meant all asylum seekers would be 

transferred and which removed the possibility of resettlement in Australia. This became part of ‘Operation 

Border Force’ with the election of the Abbott Coalition Government in 2013, alongside a policy of boat 

turn-backs.  
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30 June 2016 0 56 56 

30 June 2015 <5 153 154 

30 June 2014 49 331 380 

30 June 2013 470 335 805 

30 June 2012 181 143 324 

30 June 2011 156 151 307 

30 June 2010 330 0 330 

 

It is unfortunate that statics were not provided prior to 2010 in the FOI document (see 

Appendix 1) as it would likely show a significant growth in numbers from 2009, when 

increased numbers of asylum seekers were arriving by boat. Nevertheless, the data in 

Table 3 above reflects several key changes in immigration policy and legislation. First, 

as of 30 June 2010, all UAMs were in held immigration detention, with none residing in 

the community on a residence determination. However, this changed with the 

announcement in October 2010 from the Prime Minister, Julia Gillard, and Immigration 

Minister, Chris Bowen, that children would be progressively moved from detention 

facilities into community-based accommodation by June 2011 (Gillard & Bowen, 2010). 

Progress was slow, but by 30 June 2011 the Government announced that about 60 per 

cent of children (including those who were with their families) had been transferred from 

centres to community detention (Maley, 2011) . The data provided by the DHA however, 

suggests that the majority of UAMs remained in held detention by 30 June 2011. Table 3 

also shows that the number of UAMs in Australia increased by 148.46 per cent from 30 

June 2012 to 30 June 2013. However, the MOU with Nauru has meant that as of 19 July 

2013, all UAMs would be transferred to the RPC. As a result, the number of UAMs in 

Australian communities dropped drastically, which coincided with young people “aging 

out” of the system once they turned 18 years of age.  

 

The Multicultural Youth Advocacy Network (MYAN) released a report in 2012, 

developed in collaboration and consultation with Department of Immigration and other 

partners in the settlement sector, that provides insight into the demographic composition 

of unaccompanied humanitarian minors (meaning they held a protection visa) and the 

processes behind their settlement into the community. The report stated that in 2011 - 

2012, 90 per cent of UHMs were initially UAMs who arrived by boat and sought 

protection onshore (MYAN 2012, p. 5). Those who arrived as asylum seekers and were 
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granted Permanent Protection Visas (PPVs) are predominantly older teenage boys from 

Afghanistan, aged 16 or 17, without existing links to Australia and who required care 

arrangements (MYAN 2012). From 13 August 2012, PPVs were no longer available for 

IMAs.  

 

Guardianship arrangements  
 

A comparative review of the policies and procedures for processing the asylum claims of 

unaccompanied children and young people Australia, the US and UK by Bhabha and 

Crock (2007) found that they shared many of the same issues. Bhabha and Crock (2007) 

criticized data collection failures related to UAMs, as well as deficient procedures for 

identifying such children, the lack of an effective guardian and quality legal support in 

processing claims, failures to meet their social needs, and a ‘culture of disbelief’ relating 

to claims among immigration officials that led to generalised hostility. In the USA and 

Australia, child-orientated practices and information are not present within most asylum 

procedures. Crock (2006) asserted that in both countries, age assessments were 

problematic due to unreliable procedures, disbelief about asylum seeker claims, and 

because age determined treatment. Further, Crock’s (2006, p. 12) review of law, policy 

and practice relating to UAMs in Australia concluded that the immigration system paid 

insufficient attention to the children’s vulnerability, experiences and needs, that data 

collection was inadequate. Further, immigration detention caused immediate and lasting 

damage to unaccompanied children.  

 

The issue of guardianship of unaccompanied refugee and asylum-seeking children in 

Australia is a key issue identified in both academic research and sector reports. According 

to the Immigration (Guardianship of Children) Act 1946 (Cth) (‘IGOC Act’), the Minister 

for Immigration is the legal guardian to unaccompanied non-citizen children who are not 

in the care of a parent or adult relative who is 21 years of age or older. The guardian shall 

have “the same rights, powers, duties, obligations and liabilities as a natural guardian of 

the child would have, until the child reaches the age of 18 years or leaves Australia 

permanently, or until the provisions of this Act cease to apply to and in relation to the 

child” (IGOC Act s 6). The Minister may delegate many of their powers and functions as 

guardian to commonwealth officers, or officers of a state or territory government. The 
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delegated guardian for a UAM placed with a contracted service provider11 is a senior 

Immigration officer in the Department of Immigration national office. If a UAM is 

residing with an approved carer, the delegated guardian is an officer of the relevant state 

or territory child welfare agency (MYAN 2012). Guardianship powers and functions 

cannot be delegated to a private individual or entity, such as a contracted service provider, 

however they may be appointed as custodian under the IGOC Act by the Minister or 

delegated guardian (MYAN 2012). Custodians provide for the care and welfare needs of 

UAMs and make decisions about routine, day-to-day matters, whilst the legal guardian 

retains legal responsibility and must be consulted for all matters that are not routine 

regarding care and welfare. In particular, Immigration (Guardianship of Children) 

Regulations 2001 require custodians to seek consent of the guardian to place a UAM in 

the care of another person, or for the UAM to leave the state in which they live (MYAN 

2012).  

 

Several commentators have argued that it is inappropriate for the Immigration Minister 

to be the guardian of unaccompanied minors, and that current guardianship and 

custodianship arrangements can fail to meet their needs. The central problem is the 

potential for conflict between the Minister for Immigration’s responsibility as guardian 

and the Minister’s roles under the Migration Act 1958 (Cth) (‘Migration Act’) (Australian 

Human Rights Commission, 2014; Barrie & Mendes, 2011; Mary Crock, 2006; Mary  

Crock & Kenny, 2012). As such, ensuring the best interests of the child are a primary 

consideration is difficult. Indeed, the IGOC Act was amended in August 2012 to make 

clear that “in the event a conflict of interest between guardianship obligations and 

migration policies, the Minister and delegated guardians are required to give priority to 

their roles under the Migration Act” (AHRC, 2014, p. 167). Although writing specifically 

about UAMs in the UK, Hek, Hughes, and Ozman (2012, p. 335) make an equally 

relevant observation of the Australian system that “is at all times in tension between ideas 

of control and protection of these vulnerable young people, and ultimately therefore [the 

system] fails to safeguard”. Hek, Hughes and Ozman (2012) assert that refugee and 

asylum-seeking children’s welfare should be the central aim of practice, rather than 

immigration policy. It is clear that in the current Australian system, the best interests of 

the child will not be the primary concern. 

                                                 
11 Service providers are contracted by the Department of Immigration to provide care and deliver services 

to UAMs living in the community, including accommodation and case management. Details of these 

arrangements will be outlined in the next chapter.  
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On 16 July 2014, the Australian Greens Senator Sarah Hanson-Young introduced the 

Guardian for Unaccompanied Children Bill 2014 to make consequential amendments to 

the IGOC Act and the Migration Act so that an independent Office of the Guardian for 

Unaccompanied Non-citizen Children could be established. The Office would provide for 

the appointment, functions and powers of the guardian and for staff, consultants and 

reporting requirements that would safeguard the best interests of UAMs, and ensure 

international obligations are met under the 1989 Convention on the Rights of the Child. 

On 28 August 2014 the Bill was referred to the Senate Committee for Legal and 

Constitutional Affairs for inquiry and report. On 9 February 2015 the report released by 

the Senate Inquiry recommended that whilst amendments and improvements could be 

made to the current legislation, the committee recommended those changes be made 

within the existing framework. As such, the Senate Committee recommended that the Bill 

not be passed (Legal and Constitutional Affairs Legislation Committee, 2015).  As will 

be shown in the Findings and Discussion chapters, significant issues with guardianship 

arrangements remained, both for UAMs and service providers who have to navigate 

“complex, messy and confusing” arrangements that are highly bureaucratic and time-

consuming.  

 

UAMs in immigration detention  
 

All participants in this study spent time in immigration detention in Australia and/or on 

Christmas Island. Whilst their experiences in detention will not be the focus of this study, 

it is important to recognise the detrimental impact immigration detention can have on 

children and young people before they were released into community detention. The 

effect of immigration detention on children has been a particular point of inquiry, and 

documented problems include not having access to education, the disruption of health 

services, the harm of prolonged detention, separation from family, the deterioration of 

mental health, exposure to violence and increasing incidents of self-harm and attempted 

suicide (Australian Human Rights Commission, 2014; Gleeson, 2016b; Human Rights 

and Equal Opportunity Commission, 2004; Hutchinson & Fiona, 2004; Jureidini & 

Burnside, 2011). A number of recent reports and enquiries raise significant concerns 

about the experiences of children and young people in Nauru RPC in particular (e.g. Moss  

2015, AHRC 2014), however it is beyond the scope of the present study to discuss these.  
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Care arrangements for UAMs in the community 

 

Care arrangements for UAMs living in the community are complex as they depend on 

visa status, ward status, location, government contracts and sub-contracting arrangements 

with more than 20 service providers, the presence of ‘community links’12 and a constantly 

changing legislative and policy context. As MYAN (2012) pointed out, there is no 

nationally consistent approach to the care and support of UHMs (and, I add, UAMs) in 

Australia, and as such, they are likely to receive uneven levels of care across different 

states and territories. Despite the contextual variation of placements, possible care 

arrangements for unaccompanied minors (UAMs and UHMs) can be grouped into three 

categories:  

 

1. Community Detention (residential care homes with four to seven other UAMs and 

are under residence determination); 

2. Residential care homes for those with a substantive visa e.g. PPV, TPV; 

3. Relative or other approved carer under the supervision of relevant state or territory 

child welfare agency.  

 

The Department of Immigration contracts state government child protection departments, 

the Australian Red Cross and contracted and sub-contracted out-of-home care (OOHC) 

providers to deliver care and case management to UAMs. Whilst care arrangements are 

in many ways functionally similar to those in OOHC, the two systems are separate as 

UAMs are under federal rather than state jurisdiction and UAMs do not have a state-based 

Child Protection Order13. Accurate information about how systems of care for UAMs 

were established, particularly in relation to community detention, are hard to find. In this 

chapter, much of the information comes from a report produced by the Multicultural 

Youth Advocacy Network (MYAN, 2012). Participants in the current study, particularly 

key-informants who managed either departmental or service provider programs for 

UAMs at both state and national level, shed further light on how these care arrangements 

developed and will be discussed further in the Findings and Discussion chapters.  

 

                                                 
12 A non-relative a UAM can nominate to be their carer, who is then reviewed by Department of 

Immigration to ensure basic criteria are met. If that review is positive, the case will be referred to the state 

or territory government child welfare agency for a formal assessment of the proposed carer. 
13 Derluyn (2018) (2018) notes care and reception structures in many Western states largely separated 

unaccompanied minors from mainstream services within children and youth care.  

 



 41 

UAMs granted a substantive visa (thus becoming UHMs) play a central role in identifying 

a placement and carer. MYAN (2012) explains that UHMs can nominate a ‘community 

link’ (see footnote 15, above) who is reviewed by the Immigration Department and then 

assessed by the relevant state or territory child welfare agency. In some cases, “minors 

relocate to live with a prospective carer of their own volition and this arrangement is then 

referred to the state or territory welfare agency for assessment” (MYAN, 2012, p. 8). 

Approved carers must be at least 21 years old and be willing and able to provide support 

to the UHM. State and territory governments formally assess carers and may require 

police clearance, which may take some time. If the UHM cannot nominate a suitable 

carer, they will typically be placed with a contracted service provider and will generally 

reside in a residential care home with four to six other UHMs with rostered carers (youth 

workers), and are provided welfare and cultural support, recreational activities, and 

activities to support their transition into independence (MYAN, 2012).  

 

Service providers with the government contract to provide care and support for UHMs 

were often in a different state from the one where the young person was in community 

detention. This meant the young person had to leave their newly developed social 

networks, homes, schools, neighbourhoods and communities. MYAN (2012) found that 

in order to avoid relocation to a different state once granted a protection visa, some young 

people arranged their own carer (via Facebook or other social networking platforms), 

with whom they may only have a loose connection. It is concerning that in some states, 

services lack capacity to recruit, train or support carers, and the onus for finding a carer 

rests with the young person. MYAN’s consultations with workers revealed that these 

arrangements often did not provide the level or type of care needed, resulting in placement 

breakdown and increasing risk of homelessness, which was noted to have occurred 

(MYAN, 2012). While there is some evidence of the efficacy of services to Humanitarian 

(offshore) Program for refugee youth (see Paxton, Smith, Win, Mulholland, & Hood, 

2011) there is, to my knowledge, no research or information publicly available about the 

efficacy support services for onshore unaccompanied minors. This presents a significant 

gap in knowledge and evidence-base to support policy development and practice.  

 

Age assessments  
 

Age assessment forms the basis for planning and preparation for adulthood, both of which 

should be central to social work practice with unaccompanied children. The MYAN 
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(2012) report highlighted inaccurate age determinations as a key issue relating to UAMs 

and UHMs. The report stated, “inaccuracies or discrepancies in relation to young people’s 

age is a common occurrence for young people arriving in Australia from refugee 

backgrounds, regardless of their mode of arrival” (MYAN, 2012, p. 17). Many in the 

sector raised concerns about inaccurate assessments, which impacted care and support 

arrangements, physical and mental support health assessments, eligibility for services and 

entitlements, education or training (MYAN, 2012). Although the Department of 

Immigration has an age assessment process, accurate age determination is a noted 

challenge for asylum seeker receiving countries (Bhabha & Crock, 2007; Cemlyn & Nye, 

2012; Hek et al., 2012).  

 

Turning 18 and transitioning from care  
 

Transitioning from care for unaccompanied young people is a recent area of academic 

research and policy discussion. As Barrie and Mendes (2011) note, transitioning from 

care is a process of planning and preparing for life after care, and aims to ensure young 

people are supported as they move towards independence. However, around the world, 

including the UK and Australia, there is a gap in knowledge about the type and nature of 

leaving care support provided to refugee children and young people. Wade (2011) 

surmises that not enough is known about the forms of care and protection that may work 

best, and as such, the evidence base to support policy and practice is relatively weak. The 

situation in Australia is even more acute. Barrie and Mendes (2011, 498) state, “we do 

not know how they have coped with their earlier traumatic experiences of loss, grief and 

dislocation, or whether the supports and placements provided have been effective in 

addressing past and continuing issues of emotional distress”. This thesis will provide 

much-needed information about how UAMs fare in the community. However, issues of 

trauma or psychological distress will not form the focus of this thesis. Rather, it will turn 

attention to the ways in which they are resilient, and the roles of their social ecologies in 

facilitating that process.  

 

The MYAN (2012) policy paper identified a lack of targeted support and transitional care 

arrangements for young people before they turned 18 years old. The National Youth 

Settlement Policy Network (NYSPN, 2012) note that this may include not being given 

clear explanations about changing arrangements and access to services and a lack of 

support with securing accommodation once they leave the care of their service provider, 
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which increases the chance of homelessness. NYSPN (2012) note that there were 

significant gaps in availability of resources and supports when UHMs turn 18 in both 

settlement services and mainstream services. MYAN (2012) and NYSPN (2012) also 

noted a lack of clarity about whose responsibility it was to support transition and lack of 

knowledge about service eligibility, which meant young people were left to navigate 

service systems alone. The practice of giving UHMs without birth documents the same 

date of birth, usually 31 December or 1 January, makes transitioning UHMs out of care 

more difficult for agencies because large cohorts exit at the same time, and during the end 

of year holiday period. As such, it is clear that there are a number of issues within the 

system that prevented UHMs being provided the support needed to transition successfully 

to independence.  

 

Financial pressures, the inability to secure suitable housing, mental health issues and 

social isolation are all issues faced by unaccompanied young people transitioning into 

independent living once they turn 18 years old. These risks are heightened because 

unaccompanied minors are typically in late adolescence, and so there is little time to 

undertake needs assessments, organize placements, settlement support and begin pathway 

planning for when they turn 18 years of age (Barrie and Mendes, 2011). According to 

Miller, Irizarry and Blibst (2013), UHMs had few opportunities to socialize with 

Australians and felt isolated without an Australian driver’s license, which meant they 

missed out on participating in the day-to-day activities of the general population. UHMs 

also felt they did not have the living skills or means of acquiring them in order to function 

independently in Australia (Miller, Irizarry and Blibst, 2013).  They had limited social 

capital necessary to navigate the transition to independence, and although they had some 

living skills they depended largely on their carers. Some praised their caseworkers with 

helping them settle and helping with appointments with the Migrant Resource Centre, 

Medicare and health professionals (Miller, Irizarry and Blibst, 2013).  

 

The Centre for Multicultural Youth (CMY, 2013) produced a policy paper about 

unaccompanied young adults aged 18 to 25, including UHMs who arrived under the age 

of 18, and those who arrived when they were between 18 and 25. The paper noted that 

financial pressure created high levels of anxiety and negative outcomes for UHMs due to 

disengagement from education and training; limited and inappropriate housing 

arrangements (including extreme overcrowding); exploitative work and employment 

conditions; and “limited ability to engage and participate in social and recreational 
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opportunities in the broader community” (CMY, 2013, p. 16). UHMs were at high risk of 

unemployment, increasing the risk of homelessness. Indeed, Coventry, Guerra, 

Mackenzie, and Pinkney (2002) found that young people from refugee or migrant 

backgrounds are six to 10 times more likely to be at risk of homelessness compared to 

Australian-born young people (also see Wade, 2011). Former UHMs often dropped out 

of education or training programs because of the need to earn money to send to family 

overseas, or because UHMs needed to pay off debt accrued so they could travel to 

Australia (CMY 2013). Faced with immediate financial pressures, former UHMs made 

decisions that would limit their opportunities for qualification and meaningful work in 

the future. As Wade (2011) notes, continuing education is also important for social 

inclusion as it may broaden social networks and reduce feelings of dislocation for former 

unaccompanied minors. As such, financial pressures in particular are likely to limit 

pathways and reduce the chance of successful outcomes for UHMs in adulthood.  

 

Conclusion  

 

This chapter provided an overview of the statistics as well as the circumstances and 

treatment of minors who seek asylum in Australia without a parent or relative. The 

definitions and categories of unaccompanied minors in Australia were explained, and an 

overview was provided in relation to guardianship arrangements, experiences in 

immigration detention centres, care arrangements in the community, age assessments, 

and issues relating to transitioning from care. Whilst there is very little information 

available about unaccompanied minors in Australia, the information available raised 

concerns that UAMs’ needs were not being met, increasing their vulnerability, 

particularly once they turn 18 and transition out of care. The next chapter will shift its 

focus to the ways in which services and care arrangements have been found to support 

the positive outcomes for UAMs in Western contexts.  
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Chapter 3: The social ecology of resilience and UAMs 
 

This chapter provides an overview of the theoretical and conceptual approach to 

understanding what supports the resilience of unaccompanied asylum seeking and 

refugee minors. Resilience is related to the presence of social risk factors and because of 

this, there is a need for an ecological interpretation of the construct of resilience that 

acknowledges the importance of people’s interactions with their environments. As such, 

this thesis employs a social-ecological approach (defined below) in order to account for 

the processes leading to positive adaptation and outcomes for young people whose lives 

are threatened by adversity. How a social-ecological approach to resilience is 

conceptualised in this thesis will be explored first, followed by a discussion of the effect 

of exposure to war, terror and political violence on children and young people. Attention 

will then turn to the empirical evidence that suggests the types of interventions and the 

domains of influence likely to promote resilience for UAMs living in Australian 

communities (Gibbs et al., 2014). Evidence from international literature suggests that 

social support, services and professionals, care placements, education, religion and 

culture are important for facilitating resilience processes for UAMs in receiving countries 

in the West. Gaps in the literature will then be identified, followed by the research 

questions posed in this thesis.   

 

Conceptualising resilience  

 

The study of resilience began in the 1970s with a group of pioneering researchers, 

Norman Garmezy, Emmy Werner, Ruth Smith, and Sir Michael Rutter, who conducted 

longitudinal studies of child populations exposed to significant adversity, such as the 

mental illness of a parent, poverty, racial marginalisation or disaster (Sleijpen et al., 2013; 

Ungar, 2013). The researchers observed there was great variation in outcomes and the 

way children responded to adversity and trauma and thus directed attention to the 

investigation of children who functioned well and progressed through normal 

development despite exposure to significant adversity (Masten, 2001; Rutter, 2001; 

Sleijpen et al., 2016; Tol, Song, & Jordans, 2013). Refugee researchers have increasingly 

shifted their focus from pathology and the negative aspects of being a refugee, towards 

emphasizing the strengths, capabilities and resilience of refugee youth in the face of 

adversity (Sleijpen et al., 2013). How ‘resilience’ should be conceptualised remains a 

topic of debate, with a discrepancy existing between its conceptualization as a personal 
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trait versus a dynamic process (Sleijpen et al., 2013). Increasingly, scholars are cautioning 

against the term “resiliency” as it carries the connotation of a personality trait and 

suggests that some young people do not “have what it takes” to overcome adversity 

(Luthar, Cicchetti and Becker, 2000; Masten, 2001; Sleijpen et al., 2013). Such a 

perspective also provides little insight into the processes underlying resilience and 

provides little guidance on how interventions can be designed to facilitate those 

processes. Others (e.g. Luthar & Cicchetti, 2000) assert that resilience is a dynamic 

process of positive adaptation, where resilience-related characteristics develop in relation 

to environmental challenges (Sleijpen et al., 2013). As such, resilience research has 

shifted to focus on the processes associated with individual and environment interactions 

(Masten, 2011; Rutter, 2006; Ungar, 2011b).   

 

As Sleijpen and colleagues (2013) note, the concept of resilience is intuitively understood 

but variously defined. It is widely accepted that resilience is associated with individual 

characteristics (e.g. temperament, personality, self-regulation and cognitive skills), 

relationships (e.g. supportive network of family, friends, supportive adults, mentors), and 

the availability of community resources and opportunities (e.g. educational, public health, 

social services, recreational) (B. J. Ellis & Boyce, 2011; Luthar & Cicchetti, 2000; 

Masten, 2001; Masten & Narayan, 2012; Obrist et al., 2010; Ungar, 2011a). For children 

and young people exposed to chronic adversity, service providers and social policies that 

influence service provision and the allocation of resources play a particularly important 

role in supporting resilience processes (Ungar, 2013a). Researchers that have studied 

these components and how they function in those confronted by risk have affirmed that 

resilience is a complex and dynamic process, rather than a static state, an outcome or 

inherent trait within the individual (Sleijpen et al., 2013; Tol et al., 2013).  

 

There is no agreement among scholars of a definition of the resilience construct. Systems-

orientated definitions, such as that presented by O’Dougherty Wright, Masten, and 

Narayan (2012) assert that resilience follows “the capacity of a dynamic system to 

withstand or recover from significant challenges that threaten its stability, viability, or 

development” . Similarly, Luthar, Cicchetti and Becker (2000, p.543) state that resilience 

refers to a dynamic process encompassing positive adaptation within a context of 

significant adversity. Both of these definitions emphasise dynamism and two central 

judgements necessary for positive assessments of ‘resilience’: (1) the presence of a 

significant threat to the development or adaptation of an individual or system; and (2) that 
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despite this threat or risk exposure, the adaptation or adjustment of the individual or 

system is satisfactory (O’Dougherty Wright et al., 2012). While acknowledging these 

systems-orientated definitions, this thesis is aligned with the process-orientated definition 

of Ungar, which foregrounds the interaction of individuals and their social ecology.  

 

…in the context of exposure to significant adversity, whether 

psychological, environmental, or both, resilience is both the capacity 

of individuals to navigate their way to health sustaining resources, 

including opportunities to experience feelings of wellbeing, and a 

condition of the individual’s family, community, and culture to 

provide these health-promoting resources and experiences in 

culturally meaningful ways (Ungar, 2008, p. 225).   

 

From this understanding, personal agency to navigate and negotiate for resources needed 

to flourish can only occur when the individual’s social ecology (formal and informal 

social networks) has the capacity and willingness to meet those needs in ways that are 

culturally meaningful (Bottrell, 2009a; Ungar, 2013b). In the context of unaccompanied 

minors in Australia, the capacity of schools, communities and service providers to provide 

resources that meet the needs of UAMs is determined by highly politicised, complex and 

constantly changing immigration policy as it relates to asylum seekers who arrive as 

unauthorised maritime arrivals. As such, this understanding of resilience emphasises both 

the individual’s efforts to seek help as well as the “response-ability” of systems to provide 

services and the ability of both to interact in ways that optimize developmental processes 

(Ungar, 2005, p. 435; 2013a; also see Masten, 2001).   

 

From this more contextualised and ecologically sensitive approach to resilience, it 

becomes clear that in order to account fully for the processes associated with resilience, 

researchers need to shift their focus from individual-level characteristics because there is 

evidence that resilience “is less a reflection of the individual’s capacity to overcome life 

challenges as it is the capacity of the child’s informal and formal social networks to 

facilitate positive development under stress” (Ungar 2013, p. 255). I would also argue 

that in the context of unaccompanied children and young people seeking asylum in 

Australia, resilience also reflects political decision- and policy-making about their rights, 

entitlements and the allocation of resources. This means that resilience is not simply an 

individual’s capacity to cope with adversity but also reflects the capacity of the person’s 

formal and informal networks and government policy to provide health-promoting 

resources that are necessary to nurture and sustain wellbeing and provide individuals 
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opportunities to access health-promoting resources in culturally relevant ways (Ungar, 

Brown, Liebenberg, Cheung, & Levine, 2008).  

 

The model used to help guide the investigation of factors influencing UAM resilience at 

different levels their social-ecologies is expressed in Figure 2 below. The model 

conceptualises context as differentiated between the proximal environment, which is 

directly experienced by the individual, and the more distal cultural and social value 

systems that often have a more indirect effect on the individual and are mediated by 

proximal contexts (Schoon, 2012). The most proximal level, “Individual”, includes 

factors such as education, goals and aspirations, religion and employment of UAMs. The 

“Interpersonal” level refers to the relationships and social networks of the individual. The 

“Organisational” level focuses on factors within the operation of service provider 

agencies that have the potential to influence resilience processes (e.g. case management 

models, staff training and supervision). This may also include meso-systemic processes, 

which refers to interactions between micro-systems that a person is directly involved 

with, such as physical and material features like the family, school class, neighbourhood 

or church, as well as activities, roles and interpersonal relations (Bronfenbrenner, 1979; 

Bronfenbrenner & Evans, 2000; Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 1998). Examples of potential 

meso-systemic interactions associated with positive youth development include 

communication between social workers and mental health care providers or schools 

(Ungar, Ghazinour, & Richter, 2013). The “Community” level includes resources within 

the neighbourhoods and communities in which UAMs live, including schools and 

educational institutions, services, civil society organisations, parks, public transport, 

libraries, community events, places of worship and ethnic food stores and restaurants. 

The most distal level (furthest from the individual) is termed “National” and includes 

macro-systemic (i.e. cultural and policy backdrop) factors such as legislation and policy, 

government departments, national programs and funding for services and programs by 

the federal government, as well as political, media and public discourse.  

 



 49 

Figure 2: Social-ecological model 

 

 

It should be noted that the neat concentric circles of the model are a heuristic that imposes 

order on a complex and indeterministic phenomenon (Ungar, Ghazinour and Richter 

2003). The social-ecological levels should not be interpreted as hierarchical and no level 

is subordinate to the other. Rather they are reciprocal and mutually influencing and 

interactions between levels are complex and the boundaries between them diffuse 

(Bronfenbrenner 1988, 2008; Ungar, Ghazinour and Richter 2003). In this thesis, the 

model is a useful conceptual tool for reflecting on how multiple levels of influence 

contribute to individual development and adjustment in a changing and stressful context   

(Masten & Obradović, 2006; Rutter, 2012a; Schoon, 2012; Ungar, 2011b; Ungar et al., 

2013). This model will be used as the basis of social-ecological maps in the Discussion 

chapter, which will detail factors identified in interviews with former UAMs and service 

providers and which directly or indirectly impact on resilience processes at each social-

ecological level. Thus, this social-ecological model can provide a deeper understanding 

of the complex processes that facilitate resilience in UAMs.  

 

Risks, factors, processes and outcomes  

 

In recognition of the need for greater rigour, specificity and consistency in terminology 

and definitions in empirical resilience research (Luthar, Cicchetti, & Becker, 2000; 
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O’Dougherty Wright et al., 2012; Ungar, 2011b), Table 4 below defines and differentiates 

key terms used the broader resilience literature and throughout this thesis. In particular, 

what is meant by “processes” and “factors” must be clarified as they are central to 

understanding how resilience is facilitated and manifested. Researchers have identified 

different types of processes that contribute to a child or young person’s ability to cope 

and develop well despite facing adversity, including those that are promotive (or 

compensatory), protective, buffering, mediating and moderating. At a basic level, a 

process refers to a series of actions or steps taken to achieve a result or outcome. For 

instance, a young person who wants to do well academically may navigate towards 

homework clubs or additional teacher support; the steps they take to achieve the outcome 

of improving their academic performance can be understood as a process. A factor refers 

to a characteristic, circumstance, fact or influence that contributes to a result or outcome. 

Using the same example as above, the availability of a homework club or the willingness 

of a teacher to provide additional support to a student are factors that could influence the 

outcome of improving academic performance.  

 

Table 4: Definitions of theoretical terminology 

Term Definition 

Adversity (risk 

exposure) 

Disturbances to the function or viability of a system; experiences 

that threaten adaptation or development 

Factor A characteristic, circumstance, fact or influence that contributes to a 

result or outcome 

Risk factor  A characteristic in a group of individuals or their situation that 

predicts a negative outcome on a specific outcome criteria  

Proximal risk Risk factors experienced directly by the child 

Distal risk Risk arising from a child’s ecological context but mediated through 

more proximal processes  

Cumulative risk Increased risk due to: the presence of multiple risk factors; multiple 

occurrences of the same risk factor; or the accumulating effects of 

ongoing adversity  

Promotive factor (also: 

compensatory) 

A characteristic in a group of individuals or their situation that 

predicts a positive or desirable outcome for both low and high 

levels of risk 

Protective factor  A predictor of better outcomes, particularly in situations of risk or 

adversity; correlates of resilience that alter the effects of adversity 

Cumulative protection The presence of multiple protective factors in an individual’s life  

Process  A series of actions or steps taken to achieve a result or outcome  

Buffering processes  Processes that form a barrier between a risk factor and the 

individual that lessens or moderates its impact  

Promotive processes  Processes that lead to a positive or desirable outcome for those who 

experience both low and high levels of risk  
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Protective processes  Processes that lead to better outcomes that lessens the impact of 

adversity, particularly for those who face above levels of risk but 

may have no effect on individuals who are already better resourced 

Mediating processes  Processes that explain how risk or protection actually intervenes to 

undermine or enhance adaptation 

Moderating processes  Processes that moderate (make or become less intense or extreme) 

exposure to risk or suppresses risk altogether; these  

protective effects seem to work only for some people under some 

conditions 

Developmental tasks  Psychosocial milestones or accomplishments expected for people of 

different ages in a given historical or cultural context, serving as 

criteria for judging how well a person is doing in life  

Adaptive functioning Appropriate responses to developmental tasks and changing 

developmental demands  

Outcomes  A result, consequence or effect that follows an action, process or 

situation 

 

Both processes and factors can be promotive and protective but are differentiated by their 

effect on those experiencing risk. While both are associated with positive or desirable 

outcomes, those that are promotive refer to its beneficial effect on children in both high 

and low risk environments, while those that are protective are advantageous to those 

experiencing risk and may have little impact in low-risk environments (O’Dougherty 

Wright et al., 2012; Ungar, 2011b; Ungar et al., 2013). Cumulative risk increases risk due 

to the presence of multiple risk factors, multiple occurrences of the same risk factor, or 

the accumulating effects of ongoing adversity (O’Dougherty Wright et al., 2012). Masten 

(2001, p. 228) notes that when analysing findings of diverse risk and resilience studies,  

investigators quickly realised that risks for specific or general 

problems in development often co-occur and that cumulation 

of these risks at one point in time or over time is strongly 

related to rising risk for poor outcomes on multiple indicators 

of development, including psychosocial competence, 

psychopathology, and health. 

It follows that cumulative protection decreases the effects of risk exposure due the 

presence of multiple protective factors, multiple occurrences of the same protective 

factor, or the accumulating effects of ongoing protection.  

 

Processes can be further differentiated as buffering, mediating or moderating. These 

processes (as steps or actions that achieve an outcome) are buffering when they form a 

barrier between a risk factor and the individual, which lessens or moderates its effect on 

the individual (Ungar, 2012). Mediating processes explain how risk or protection actually 
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intervenes to undermine or enhance adaptation, while moderating processes lessen 

exposure to risk or suppress risk altogether, with its protective effects seeming to work 

only for some people under some conditions (Luthar et al., 2000; O’Dougherty Wright et 

al., 2012). These processes can also be linked, with protective or promotive factor 

buffering against the impact of a risk factor through mediating processes. For instance, 

Mikami and Hinshaw (2006) identified that among children with ADHD (a risk factor for 

academic performance), self-perceived academic competence (a promotive factor) 

buffered the impact of ADHD by keeping adolescents connected to school and away from 

deviant peer groups (mediating and moderating processes). Thus, processes can underlie 

factors and explains why protective effects might be conferred, as well as the various 

mechanisms may mediate the effects of a protective factor (Luthar et al., 2000). For 

instance, as will be noted below, the factor of “religious faith” identified in some 

resilience research as conferring protective effects, may do so because of the underlying 

processes of increasing informal supports, providing a guide for life and behaviour or by 

reducing dysfunctional coping patterns for negotiating stressors (Luthar et al., 2000). In 

this example, the factor of religious faith also facilitates protective processes by making 

it easier for them to be initiated, potentiating positive outcomes.  

 

Processes that facilitate positive outcomes in contexts of adversity can also be 

differentiated by ‘levels’. For instance, processes can help a child or young person cope, 

adjust, recover or achieve ‘success’ (however that is defined by the individual). Coping 

processes refer to actions or steps that deal with, or respond to, something difficult or 

stressful. Adaptive processes enable a child to adjust to their new context in order to 

achieve better outcomes, while recovery processes facilitate the return to a healthy 

developmental path and a sense of health and wellbeing. Processes (actions and steps) 

can also potentiate ‘success’, however defined. As an example, to achieve the positive 

outcome of going to university despite having a TPV, multiple processes may be initiated. 

Examples include navigating to resources to bolster scholarship applications for 

university or TAFE, including attending homework clubs and seeking teacher support to 

boost academic performance, participating in volunteering; advocacy and community 

engagement activities; and seeking help with completing the application. These processes 

can also be interpreted as helping cope with the difficult task being accepted to university 

when structural barriers prevent you from doing so without a scholarship. From a social 

ecological perspective, while these examples demonstrate individual agency to take 

advantage of available opportunities in order to achieve the positive outcome of attending 
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university, it remains the role of families, communities (including schools) and 

governments to make those resources available in culturally meaningful ways and which 

facilitate the navigation to and negotiation for resources that will potentiate ‘successful 

outcomes’ (Ungar, 2012).   

 

Homogenous and heterogenous patterns of resilience  

 

Research across cultures and contexts has made clear that resilience looks both the same 

and different within and between populations (Sleijpen et al., 2016; Tol et al., 2013; 

Ungar, 2013b). Resilience researchers have observed that there are both global 

(homogenous), as well as culturally and contextually specific (heterogenous) aspects to 

young people’s lives that contribute to their resilience (Ungar, 2008). Masten (2001) 

argues that that risk and resilience research with diverse children and youth in contexts 

of significant adversity has consistently identified a relatively small set of global factors 

associated with resilience. These global promotive and protective factors include close 

relationships with competent caregivers, good schools, safe neighbourhoods, a sense of 

self-efficacy, problem solving and emotional regulation skills (Masten, 2001; Masten & 

Narayan, 2012). As Ungar (2008) notes, concepts such as self-efficacy, secure attachment 

and social support are relevant to both minority and majority world cultures, even if the 

words used to describe these are not indigenous to the cultures in which the terms are 

used. As the findings of the International Resilience Project point out, whilst youth shared 

common sets of characteristics and processes associated with resilience, they also 

demonstrated unique patterns in their navigation and negotiation for health resources that 

were culturally or contextually relevant (Ungar, 2008). Even in aspects of resilience 

common to all youth in the study it was expressed in idiosyncratic ways based on the 

environment the young person lived (Ungar, 2008). Thus, there exists an interrelationship 

and tension between common factors all populations are assumed to experience and the 

unique ways in which protective processes manifest themselves (Ungar, 2013b).  

 

Meaningful resources and opportunity structures  

 

An ecological approach to the study of resilience requires that young people’s perceptions 

of meaningful resilience resources and opportunities are accounted for, as well as how 

these perceptions interact with available opportunity structures (Ungar, 2012). In the 

definition of resilience provided above, the dual processes of navigation and negotiation 
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emphasise that individuals engage in processes that demonstrate resilience when they take 

advantage of opportunities available to them and that they do better when they influence 

what those opportunities are and how they are provided (Ungar, 2012). Meaning systems 

underlie personal agency to pursue resources as well as the resources a family, school, 

community or nation provides (Ungar, 2012). Meaning systems determine who we think 

we are, what we value and how to behave and these values and beliefs shape 

determinations of what resources are valuable for personal growth or pose a barrier 

(Ungar, 2012). Likewise, at the collective level, families, schools, communities and 

governments take action and invest in resources that are meaningful and negotiate how 

resources will be allocated (Ungar, 2012). In the context of asylum seekers and refugees 

in particular, the opportunities created within their social and physical ecologies is based 

on the preferences of those in power and shapes the individual’s ability to navigate to 

resources that support coping and positive outcomes.   

 

Individual agency is undoubtedly an important component of one’s ability to navigate to 

resources, however emphasis must also be placed on the role of families, communities 

and governments to make those resources available in culturally meaningful ways that 

also reflect the preferences of those who need them (Ungar, 2012). As Ungar (2012, p.16) 

notes, “the error of attribution in many studies of resilience is to measure personal agency 

and ignore the larger influence of socio-political, economic and cultural factors that shape 

developmental paths”. Opportunity structures have a dramatic influence on a young 

person’s developmental trajectory by making resources available and accessible and thus 

shape their capacity to experience resilience when facing adversity (Ungar, 2012). 

Seccombe (2002) argues that “strong” communities provide opportunities for children 

and young people to participate in community life, such as extra-curricular activities in 

school, religious youth groups and recreational activities. These opportunities bond youth 

to their school, religious institution, or communities, facilitate the learning of important 

skills, such as leadership, team work, contributing to the welfare of others and provide 

opportunities to connect with peers and adults. Through these processes self-esteem and 

a sense of self-efficacy can be strengthened and social networks that include role models 

and friends can be developed.  

 

Temporality and domains of resilient adaptation  
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Resilience is not a static state but rather a dynamic process. A child could be considered 

“resilient” at one point in development but not another; in another context but not another 

at the same point in development; could be adaptive in some aspects of their lives but not 

others (O’Dougherty Wright et al., 2012). Adaptive functioning in this sense refers to a 

child or young person responding appropriately to the (culturally determined and 

historically relevant) developmental tasks through processes of physical, cultural and 

psychosocial maturation (Schoon, 2012). Luthar, Cicchetti and Becker (2000, p.545) note 

that these tasks relate to different “adjustment domains” (e.g. physical, psychological, 

interpersonal, occupational) and that children and young people in adverse circumstances 

may manifest heterogeneity in functioning across domains. As O’Dougherty Wright, 

Masten and Narayan (2012) point out, it should be expected that children who experience 

adversity, especially severe and long-lasting trauma, would have distress symptoms of 

some sort. They suggest thinking in terms of a “continuum of resilience” and a 

“continuum of vulnerability” across multiple domains, with the child’s functioning an 

ever-changing dynamic over time. Thus an ‘at risk’ child may excel at a particular point 

in time but falter subsequently across one or several domains of functioning (Luthar et 

al., 2000). Longitudinal research has demonstrated that change (for better or worse) can 

occur throughout development across the entire life path, shaped by continuous 

interactions between the developing individual and their changing socio-historical 

context (Luthar et al., 2000; O’Dougherty Wright et al., 2012; Schoon, 2012; Ungar et 

al., 2013). Over the life course, new vulnerabilities and strengths (or both) may emerge 

in response to changing life circumstances, further underlying the dynamic nature of 

resilience (Luthar et al., 2000).  

  

Also impacting one’s ability to ‘be resilient’ in response to stressful life events is the 

individual’s stage of development and historical context as well as their personal 

biography (Schoon, 2012; Ungar et al., 2013). In the context of this study, that relates to 

adolescent boys from Afghanistan who – as the eldest son – decided with their families 

to seek safety elsewhere after their fathers had disappeared or been killed, but doing so at 

a time of heightened border control practices and deterrence strategies in the West. Thus, 

their ability to achieve positive adaptation across multiple domains of functioning 

expected of adolescents is compromised by multiple assaults to developmental processes 

(i.e. death of a parent, exposure to violent conflict, loss of family and home, danger and 

chronic insecurity during flight and punitive conditions that limited access to health-

sustaining resources in Australia). In contexts of compounding or cascading problems or 
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when problems show cascading effects that spread across domains, interventions may 

become more difficult (O’Dougherty Wright et al., 2012). However, the critical 

importance of “turning points” that increase opportunities and enhance coping for at-risk 

youth have also been observed (e.g. romantic relationships and marrying into better 

functioning families, moving into a good job, experiencing religious conversion or the 

pursuit of higher education) and often occur during the transition between adolescence 

and adulthood (Masten et al., 2004; Masten & Obradović, 2006; Masten & Reed, 2002; 

Rutter, 2012b; Werner & Smith, 1992). As O’Dougherty Wright and colleagues (2012) 

note, and as will be further discussed in the context of unaccompanied asylum seeking 

and refugee minors below, children exposed to war or terrorism and who become refugees 

have remarkable capacity for developmental recovery when normative rearing conditions 

are restored.  

 

The effect of war, terror and political violence on children and young people  

 

The pre-migration and flight experiences of refugee and asylum-seeking children can 

have an ongoing impact on their lives, presenting challenges during resettlement. Refugee 

and asylum-seeking children come from diverse backgrounds and often experience 

complex journeys over many years before reaching a country of asylum. The literature 

identifies a range of pre-migration and flight experiences, including exposure to war, 

violence and terror; the death of family and friends; persecution; rape; torture; refugee 

camps; trafficking; chronic insecurity; and escape from forced recruitment into military 

or paramilitary organisations and domestic forced labour (Bronstein, Montgomery, & 

Dobrowolski, 2012; Bronstein, Montgomery, & Ott, 2013; Cemlyn & Nye, 2012; CMY, 

2013; Hopkins & Hill, 2008; Kohli & Mather, 2003). Conflict, political violence and 

persecution undermines and compromises young people’s sense of safety and security, 

their ongoing development and their social relationships (Gibbs et al., 2014). 

Unaccompanied children and young people experience the distress of being separated 

from their families, have typically experienced long periods without safety or stability, 

have histories of trauma and as a result, may have serious and complex mental and 

physical health needs (AHRC, 2014, p. 151). Unaccompanied children who seek asylum 

in Western countries are often exposed to further vulnerabilities during their journey.   

 

The physical and psychological trauma that results from such experiences is well 

documented. There are a significant number of studies that investigate the psychological 
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impact and resultant behavioural issues among refugee children, such as adjustment 

disorders resulting from trauma and torture, grief about irreplaceable losses, acculturative 

stress, depression and violent behaviour (Ajduković & Ajduković, 1993; Carswell, 

Blackburn, & Barker, 2009; Fazel, Reed, Panter-Brick, & Stein, 2012; Steel et al., 2011).  

Bean et al. (2007) found that unaccompanied minors scored significantly higher scores 

for internalising problems, traumatic stress reactions, and stressful life events and are at 

significantly higher risk of development psychopathology than refugee adolescents living 

with a family member. Mental health research with UAMs suggests they experience high 

rates of post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), depression, and anxiety, and that 

prevalence of these symptoms were associated with the number of traumatic events 

UAMs reported (Bean et al., 2007; Bean, Mooijart, Eurelings-Bontekoe, & Spinhoven, 

2006; Derluyn & Broekaert, 2007; Derluyn, Mels, & Broekaert, 2009; Felsman et al., 

1990; Huemer et al., 2009; Jensen, Skårdalsmo, & Fjermestad, 2014; Seglem, Oppedal, 

& Raeder, 2011; Smid, Lensvelt-Mulders, Knipscheer, Gersons, & Kleber, 2011; 

Sourander, 1998; Vervliet, Meyer Dermott, et al., 2014). It is clear that separated children 

experience extraordinary rupture in their lives, through the loss of home, education and 

family and the chronic insecurity of flight in search of safety and that these experiences 

are likely to have a continuing influence on their mental health (Barrie & Mendes, 2011; 

Wade, 2011).  

 

Resilience in unaccompanied asylum seeking and refugee minors  

 

The majority of the research on UAMs has focused on their mental health, as noted above, 

which suggest they experience high rates of mental health problems. However, studies 

have increasingly highlighted their remarkable psychological strength, resilience and 

agency despite ongoing stressors and risks of developing psychological problems 

(Goodman, 2004; Rousseau, Said, Gagné, & Bibeau, 1998; Vervliet, Lammertyn, 

Broekaert, & Derluyn, 2014; Vervliet, Rousseau, Broekaert, & Derluyn, 2015). 

Researchers have noted that despite significant loss and exposure to stressful and 

potentially traumatic events in their countries of origin, during flight and on arrival in 

receiving countries, there is a remarkable lack of psychopathology and dysfunction 

among unaccompanied youths (Goodman, 2004; Rousseau et al., 1998). There is growing 

acknowledgement of the need to shift the focus from risks, vulnerabilities and victimhood 

to a greater emphasis on protective factors, resources, capacities, agency and resilience  

(Edge, Newbold, & McKeary, 2014; Kohli & Mather, 2003; Obrist et al., 2010). As Kohli 
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(2011, p. 315) says, “researchers begin to move from examining how lives become 

compromised through forced migration, to the ways in which children become the 

guardians of their own success through using strengths”. Block and colleagues (2014) 

note that whilst pre-displacement factors are relevant, it is important to recognise 

resilience and pay attention to the socio-political conditions of settlement, rather than 

placing outsized emphasis on pre-displacement trauma. 

 

Studies of UAM resilience characterise resilience as the capacity of an individual to cope 

and do well in contexts of adversity  (e.g. Carlson, Cacciatore, & Klimek, 2012; Copolov 

et al., 2018; Earnest, Mansi, Bayati, Earnest, & Thompson, 2015; Keles, Friborg, Idsøe, 

Sirin, & Oppedal, 2018; Rana, Qin, Bates, Luster, & Saltarelli, 2011). For instance, 

Copolov, Knowles and Meyer (2018, 123) assert that “resilience is a personal 

characteristic” and “is defined as achieving positive developmental outcomes despite 

exposure to stressful life events”. There are no studies to my knowledge that employ an 

ecological framework where the refugee or asylum seeker young person’s social, political 

and environmental context is incorporated into how resilience is defined and 

operationalised in research. Despite this, research with unaccompanied minors, and 

refugee youth more broadly, whether focusing on resilience, service provision, social 

work practice, foster care and care arrangements or mental health, has nevertheless 

highlighted the importance of protective factors within social ecologies. Although 

Sleijpen and colleagues’ (2016) meta-ethnography of qualitative resilience research with 

refugee youth asserted the importance of an ecological, context driven approach that 

underscores dynamic and relational processes and interactions, ‘resilience’ was still 

defined at the individual level. A social-ecological approach posits that resilience cannot 

be understood independent of the individuals social, political, physical and contextual 

environments and that this more contextual and interactive definition can guide practice 

and the development of support services.  

 

Social support  

 

Consistent among research with unaccompanied minors is the identification of social 

support as key to helping young people recover from trauma, cope with challenges, adapt 

to new sociocultural contexts and maintain hope in the future (Barrie & Mendes, 2011; 

Blackwell & Melzak, 2000; Earnest et al., 2015; Kohli, 2011; Thommessen, Corcoran, & 
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Todd, 2017). Referring to newly arrived refugee youth in Melbourne, Gifford and 

colleagues (2007, p. 427) assert, “positive social interactions may be the single most 

important factor for positive resettlement”. Rousseau and colleagues’ (1998) study of 

UAMs in Canada argued that studies on resilience should encompass the social space 

within which they are woven, thus making the “layers of sustaining interaction” the focus 

on the study rather than individual characteristics. Through connecting with friends, 

caregivers, teachers, case managers and adults and families in their communities, formal 

and informal networks of support grow and regenerate a sense of belonging (Brendler-

Lindqvist, 2005; Kohli, 2011).  Blackwell and Melzak (2000) and Williamson (1998) 

both found that social engagement and activities helped buffer against distressing 

experiences. As Brendler-Lundqvist (2005) notes, supportive social networks enable a 

degree of compensation for the loss of support they would receive from parents or family.  

 

The relationships, interactions and activities mentioned above can facilitate the 

development of social capital in their new communities. According to Robert Putnam 

(1995), “‘social capital’ refers to features of social organization such as networks, norms 

and social trust that facilitate coordination and cooperation for mutual benefit”. Research 

has shown that social capital plays an important role in providing refugees and asylum 

seekers the practical and emotional support they need to mitigate social exclusion and 

promote integration within receiving societies (Ager & Strang, 2008; Beirens, Hughes, 

Hek, & Spicer, 2007; Pittaway, Bartolomei, & Doney, 2015). Social capital can facilitate 

access to resources, such as housing and employment, and foster positive community 

connections and social trust, as well as a sense of inclusion and wellbeing. Theorists have 

distinguished between three differing forms of social connection: social bonds, social 

bridges and social links. Bonding social capital refers to strong links between people who 

are similar to each other and who share common experiences, such as family, ethnicity, 

culture, nationality, religion or language (Ager & Strang, 2008; Eriksson et al., 2018).  

Beirens and colleagues (2007) note that social bonds promote a sense of identification or 

belonging to a particular group. Bridging social capital refers to connections with people 

from other national, ethnic or religious communities or groups, and promote a “two way” 

interaction that supports social cohesion (Ager & Strang, 2008; Beirens, 2007). Linking 

social capital relates to social institutions of power and influence, such as institutions, 

agencies and services and the use of available amenities that facilitate access to valuable 

information and opportunities (Beirens et al., 2007; Eriksson et al., 2018). Each of these 
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‘types’ of social capital help UAMs’ cope with the challenges they face and adapt to their 

new circumstances, and thus have the potential to facilitate resilience processes.   

 

Services and professionals   

 

For unaccompanied minors in receiving countries, social workers will likely become an 

important source of support who can help them navigate unfamiliar educational, welfare, 

health, housing, transport and social contexts. As Ungar (2013a, p. 111) notes, “A 

growing body of research on resilience among child welfare populations and across 

cultures and contexts suggests the need to conceptualize resilience as the result of 

processes associated with services and the actions of service providers”. It is concerning 

that refugee participants (including unaccompanied minors) in Perth, Western Australia 

expressed they received minimal support from caseworkers (Earnest et al., 2015). In the 

context of asylum seekers and refugees, Hek and colleagues (2012, p. 335) assert that 

children’s welfare should be the central aim of practice and that they have “safe, suitable 

accommodation, appropriate education, emotional support and leisure activities are key 

to children’s wellbeing”. Further, Williamson (1998) found that unaccompanied young 

people wanted to be kept safe by caring adults who connected them to networks that were 

meaningful to them. Kalverboer and colleagues’ (2017) study of UAMs in the 

Netherlands found that they wanted more familial-like bonds with social workers that 

were affectionate and involved greater personal connection, in addition to social and 

practical support in their daily lives. Favourable assessments of guardians were those who 

were contactable and who maintained contact on a regular basis (both over the phone and 

face-to-face), listened, did nice activities with them and with whom they felt safe to share 

their worries (Kalverboer et al., 2017).  

 

Professionals must also be cognisant that unaccompanied minors may be distrustful as a 

result of the previous social contexts they came from and which are exacerbated by the 

social contexts in which they are now living (Ní Raghallaigh, 2013). As Kohli (2011, 

314) explains, UAMs “stand at the borders of legal, practical and psychological safety” 

and they may remain on guard, muted and circumspect. Indeed, that UAMs (and refugees 

and asylum seekers in general) find it difficult to trust service providers and other 

professionals is frequently noted in the literature (e.g. Kohli, 2006, 2007; Ní Raghallaigh, 

2013; Ní Raghallaigh & Gilligan, 2010; Thommessen et al., 2017). Kohli (2006) 

explained that developing trust with UAMs takes time and should not be rushed, as UAMs 



 61 

feared being interrogated. Ní Raghallaigh (2013) found that distrust stems from past 

experiences, being accustomed to mistrust, feeling mistrusted by others, not knowing 

people well and due to concerns about the consequences of truth-telling. Restoring a sense 

of trust takes time and concerted effort, and Ní Raghallaigh (2013) suggests professionals 

listen and communicate effectively, be respectful and sensitive, build credibility, establish 

a relationship and help the young person interpret the situation in a more trusting light.  

 

Engaging with services who can facilitate access to meaningful activities has also been 

found to enhance resilience. Effective social workers can facilitate resilience processes 

by providing practical and meaningful support that assists capacity building, so they can 

reconstruct their lives and make the most of the opportunities available to them (Kohli 

and Mather, 2003). Kohli and Mather (2003) note that UAMs wanted sound legal advice, 

sympathetic welfare workers, careers advice, to learn about the ‘British way of life’, as 

well as social activities to keep their minds busy, and that these wishes correspond with 

what is known about the repertoire of strategies that can promote resilience in looked-

after children. Like Kohli and Mather (2003), Barrie and Mendes (2011, 491) asserted 

that “purposeful activity” could enhance the resilience of UAMs. Gilligan (1999, p. 187) 

argued that “the progress and resilience of young people in care can be greatly enhanced 

by attention to the value of cultural, sporting and other activities in their lives”. These 

activities need to be embedded in a supportive social network that can foster their 

potential, build self-esteem, strengthen mental health and open new relationships beyond 

the care system, all of which can improve prospects for a successful transition out of care 

(Gilligan 1999).  

 

Care placements  

 

Another key source of social support are caregivers, whether adults in the community 

(i.e. foster care, or similar placements) or youth workers in residential care facilities or 

group homes. As noted in relation to ‘looked-after’ (that is, in the child welfare system) 

children more broadly, stable placements are an essential component of a supportive 

network. Wade (2011), Barrie and Mendes (2011) and Kalverboer and colleagues (2017) 

have asserted that stable and highly supported placements, such as foster care or small 

group homes, with caregivers who provide reassurance and high-quality care, have 

protective effects and correlate with greater emotional wellbeing for unaccompanied or 

separated children. As Kohli (2011, 312) stated, “home-seeking after forced migration is 
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more than the search for shelter and political sanctuary” and that “ultimately, it is a place 

that is stable, safe and splendid in its ordinariness” that is without threat of rupture. Kohli 

and Mather (2013) and Blackwell and Melzak (2000) note that young people wanted 

opportunities to eat ‘home food’ and maintain cultural affiliations. It follows that less 

supported arrangements, such as semi-independent living or residential/group homes with 

rostered youth workers, do not provide the level of care or nurturing environment that 

promotes wellbeing and positive outcomes (Kalverboer et al., 2017).  

 

A number of studies have highlighted the benefits of foster care for unaccompanied 

children. These benefits mostly relate to the higher level of individual support and a better 

level of care (Stanley, 2001); sustained involvement with education and stronger social 

networks of support (Wade, Mitchell, & Baylis, 2005); and lower levels of stress and 

psychological difficulties (Hodes, Jagdev, Chandra, & Cunniff, 2008). Stable placements, 

whether foster care, residential care or kinship care, was positively associated with more 

consistent engagement with education and developing stronger networks of social 

support. Those who spent most of their time in semi-independent or unsupported 

accommodation, or who experienced more placements moves, were more likely to be 

disengaged from education and experienced greater social isolation (Wade 2011). This 

can be attributed to the additional difficulties in sustaining participation and broadening 

social networks with low levels of support and encouragement (also see Stanley, 2001). 

Similarly, Brownlees and Finch (2010) found unaccompanied children and young people 

in foster care better able to adapt to school or college life and manage their work, due to 

a closer relationship between teachers and parental figures. However, Barrie and Mendes 

(2011) note that foster care may present difficulties for older young people who may 

struggle to adjust to a restrictive family environment compared to what they are used to.  

 

Accepted wisdom asserts that unaccompanied minors in placements akin to foster care 

should be, wherever possible, placed with carers who share a similar ethnic background. 

However, research has increasingly suggested that ‘ethnic matching’ should not be the 

default position and that cross-cultural placements can work well and provide stable, 

supportive and cultural sensitive care to UAMs (Ní Raghallaigh & Sirriyeh, 2015; 

Stanley, 2001; Williamson, 1998). The only academic study to have investigated care 

arrangements in Australia found that UHMs believed culturally matched placements were 

a barrier to full participation in Australian life (Miller, Irizarry and Blibst, 2013). Whilst 

UHMs appreciated the cultural appropriateness of their carers, some wished to also have 
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an Australian carer who could help improve their English and teach Australian behaviour 

and customs (Miller, Irizarry and Blibst, 2013).  Stanley (2001) similarly noted that 

among UAMs in the UK, some preferred to be placed with carers of different national, 

cultural, ethnic or linguistic backgrounds. Barrie and Mendes (2011) raised concern that 

cultural matching can take precedence over other needs and that caution is needed when 

making assumptions/broad generalizations about culture, and that young people express 

a range of views about cross-cultural placements. A growing number of studies have 

asserted that the most crucial aspect to successful placement is that the UAM feels 

comfortable and at ease and enjoys a strong relationship with their carer who respects 

their cultural practices and religious beliefs.  

 

Education 

 

International literature suggests that UAMs are highly motivated to access education. A 

lack of access to education in their countries of origin, cultural and parental values, belief 

in the potential for education to improve their lives and regain control in uncertain 

circumstances have been identified as motivational factors contributing to UAMs desire 

to succeed educationally (Devenney, 2017; Kalverboer et al., 2017; Oppedal, Guribye, & 

Kroger, 2017; Pastoor, 2015, 2017; Rana et al., 2011). However, in Australia UAMs face 

numerous ongoing challenges to both the pursuit of education and being able to sustain 

engagement. Previous experiences often present challenges to their education, such as 

protracted periods of displacement and interrupted schooling (and for some, little to no 

formal education) and exposure to mental and physical trauma and violence (Block et al., 

2014; Earnest et al., 2015; Pastoor, 2015, 2017). Once in receiving countries, going to 

school or pursuing higher education is complicated by limited or still-developing 

(English) language abilities, and for some limited literacy in their own language; needing 

to work to financially support family; financial constraints; experiences of racism; 

discrimination or harassment; mental health issues; ill-prepared schools; and age 

limitations on school enrolment (Earnest et al., 2015; Pastoor, 2015; Rana et al., 2011). 

In Australia, these challenges are compounded by significant barriers to accessing higher 

education for temporary visa holders (including bridging visas). The Refugee Status 

Report published by the Victorian Department of Education and Early Childhood 

Development noted there was poor school attendance among refugee-background 

students (Paxton et al., 2011).  
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Becoming part of the local school community where they can learn, make friends, receive 

support and access a range of resources is promotive of wellbeing and resilience. A 

significant body of research has found that schools are a vital source of health and 

wellbeing promoting resources for young people (Patton et al., 2016; Ross & Wu, 1995; 

Viner et al., 2012) and that schools play an important role in supporting refugee and 

asylum-seeking children settle in receiving countries (Block et al., 2014; Matthews, 2008; 

Uptin, Wright, & Harwood, 2013). In particular, participating in supportive formal 

education can improve self-esteem, promote inclusion and help identify and create 

realistic pathways to further education and/or employment (Block et al., 2014; Downey, 

2007). For UAMs in Australia with temporary visas, schools can play an important role 

in helping them explore their options in the context of significant barriers to further 

education and limited scholarships. As Cassity and Gow (2005) note, for many refugee 

young people their hopes, dreams and expectations depended on university education but 

because of the barriers they face, it was important to also explore alternative pathways 

such as TAFE and vocational training. Block and colleagues (2014) highlight that schools 

are in an advantageous position to address issues of social exclusion, mental health, and 

poor educational outcomes, and to remove barriers to participation and achievement for 

refugee and asylum-seeking students so they can experience success, build on strengths 

and skills and achieve positive outcomes in the long-term (also see Muijs et al., 2007). In 

this way, schools and higher education can facilitate resilience processes that buffer 

against some the complexity and uncertainty refugee and asylum-seeking students must 

endure (Kohli 2011). Verkuyten and Thijs (2004) note that when schools are caring and 

supportive, they can also help UAM students develop a positive self-concept. 

 

As Christie and Sidhu (2006, p. 458) point out, refugee and asylum-seeking students 

present a challenge to Australian schools and teachers as school structures are generally 

“geared towards standardized treatment of stable and homogenized cohorts of students”. 

Further, they note that education policies and statements from commonwealth and state 

governments demonstrate a lack of recognition of the specific learning needs and 

sociocultural adjustments faced by refugee students in comparison to migrants and 

international students (Taylor & Sidhu, 2012). There is a small but growing literature 

detailing how higher education providers can effectively support refugee and asylum-

seeking students through the numerous challenges involved in learning English, 

navigating an unfamiliar education system and recovering from the disruption and 

possible trauma resulting from the forced migration experience (Block et al., 2014; 
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Pastoor, 2015, 2017), and for UAMs, helping them do so without the support of parents 

(Rana et al., 2011). However, some good practice guidelines for schools with refugee 

students have been developed by Arnot and Pinson (2005) as well as Taylor and Sidhu 

(2012), with both asserting the importance of targeted support; parental involvement in 

their child’s education; community involvement/links; and a multi-agency approach (also 

see Block et al., 2014; Pastoor, 2015, 2017). For UAMs, alternatives for parental 

involvement may prove challenging in contexts where no adults assume such a role, such 

as with case managers in Australia. As will be discussed in the Findings and Discussion 

chapters, the UAMs and key informants in this study provide (modest, provisional, 

context-dependent) insights into the supports and practices in educational settings that 

facilitated resilience processes.  

 

Religion  

 

The role of religion in the lives of unaccompanied minors is less explored in the literature. 

However, a number of studies have noted that UAMs often come from cultures where 

religion was part of everyday life and that it continues to be of importance in host 

countries. For instance, Ní Raghallaigh and Gilligan (2010), Kohli (2011), Majumder 

(2016) and Williamson (1998) identified religious beliefs as an effective means of coping 

with change by maintaining a sense of continuity and sameness between past and present, 

lessening the sense of loss and providing a bridge that enabled a continuous sense of self. 

Ní Raghallaigh and Gilligan (2010) and Majumder (2016) have argued that the 

maintenance of continuity in relation to religious belief and practice was a coping strategy 

that was key to the resilience of UAMs.  Williamson’s (1998) study of UAMs in London 

supports this conclusion, finding that children who kept their faith of origin and had 

opportunities to practise their religion, fared well in hostile contexts. Religion also 

fostered a sense of belonging according to Kohli (2011) and Williamson (1998) as it 

facilitated connections to others in their receiving countries. Belief in a powerful, 

omnipotent figure who was “in charge in a rudderless world” (Kohli 2011, p. 319) was 

also a means of coping with intolerable adverse experiences and emotional pain 

(Majumder 2016). Goodman (2004, p. 1187) explains that among Sudanese UAMs in 

America, “participants interpreted their experiences through belief in the power of God’s 

will and the view that ‘God decides when you die.’” This notion was readily accepted, 

provided a sense of closure and helped suppress feelings and thoughts about the reasons 

for, or the meaning of, the suffering around them. Kohli (2011, p. 319) notes that faith 
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helps UAMs cope by providing “a framework for solace and continuity”, and that this 

remains true irrespective of which religion is practised.  

 

Culture  

 

In the last two decades, there has been a significant growth in research attuned to the role 

cultural practices play in fostering resilience in individuals and communities (Masten, 

2014). For instance, Theron, Theron, and Malindi (2013) conducted research in the 

Basotho community of South Africa and observed the importance of “Botho” (a 

philosophy similar to “Ubunto” in other African cultures that emphasize human 

interdependence) for young people identified as resilient. The investigators described 

resilient Basotho youth as sharing common attributes to youth viewed as resilient in many 

cultures, such as their flexibility and determination, but that culturally specific patterns 

were also observed, such as being well connected to community support systems and 

being respectful of community values important in their culture. Boothby, Crawford, and 

Halperin (2006) found that rituals of cleansing and forgiveness appeared to be important 

for the reintegration and recovery of child soldiers in African cultures. Betancourt and 

colleagues’ (2011) longitudinal work with former child soldiers in Rwanda has also 

highlighted cultural values that were critical to aspects of resilience functioning. Among 

former child soldiers from the Democratic Republic of Congo, South Sudan and Somalia 

resettled in Canada, Whitman and Liebenberg (2015) identified that resilience processes 

were supported by the interaction between the traditional cultures of childhood homes and 

the resources available in the Canadian context. Further underscoring the relevance of 

culture for understanding how resilience is manifested and sustained, among both rural 

and urban Zimbabwean youth with “orphanhood”, resilience processes were supported by 

a collectivist cultural template that is rooted in extended family obligations and belonging 

to church (Mpofu, Ruhode, Mhaka-Mutepfa, January, & Mapfumo, 2015). These studies 

highlight that resilience research must be sensitive to the cultural (including tribal and 

kinship) traditions, values and practices of its research participants, in order to understand 

the various process that contribute to healthy coping and functioning in contexts of 

significant stress.  

 

Of relevance to this thesis, Tol, Song and Jordans’ (2013) review of studies that focused 

on resilience and mental health in children and adolescents affected by armed conflict in 

low- and middle-income countries, found there were important differences in resilience 



 67 

across socio-cultural contexts. They note that qualitative and mixed-methods studies 

“present diverse perceptions on what constitute adaptive outcomes across diverse socio-

cultural settings and point to contextually unique processes that may support (or obstruct) 

resilience in different armed conflict settings” (Tol et al., 2013, p. 449). For instance, two 

large studies in Afghanistan (de Berry et al., 2003; Eggerman & Panter-Brick, 2010) 

highlight the importance of concepts such as tariba (a strong sense of morality, correct 

behaviour) and wahdad (family unity and honour) as indicators of positive wellbeing. In 

Palestine, studies have identified the concept of sumud (adherence to ideology, connection 

to the land and steadfastness and struggle to persist) as being key to wellbeing (Kostelny 

& Garbarino, 1994; Tol et al., 2013). These studies, along with a growing number of 

others, show that embedded within culture are expectations regarding appropriate ways to 

cope with adversity, and which impact the way the individual interacts with their 

environment. Further, it can be argued that the mechanisms that protect against the impact 

of trauma or adverse life experiences show contextual and cultural specificity.  

 

This cultural specificity in resilience processes has been noted among UAMs in receiving 

countries. As Sleijpen and colleagues (2016, p. 172) concluded from their meta-

ethnography of resilience research with refugee youth, “resilience processes have 

universal as well as specific, culturally based components”. The authors explain that 

although their challenges, needs and coping strategies might be broadly similar, when you 

dig deeper cultural and contextual variation comes in to focus. Rousseau and colleagues 

(1998) noted the remarkable psychological strength and resilience of unaccompanied 

Somalian refugee children and attributed this to the young people’s cultural interpretations 

of traumatic situations and culturally based coping strategies (also see Goodman 2004). 

Ni Raghallaigh and Gilligan (2010) identified that for UAMs, feeling connected to their 

culture of origin was important for their resilience and this was primarily facilitated by 

relationships with people from their own cultures. This enabled a sense of continuity of 

culture and conversation, such as being able to speak their native language, watch films 

and eat food from home in the company of people of similar backgrounds (Ni Raghallaigh 

and Gilligan 2010). Kohli (2011) and Williamson (1998) similarly note the importance of 

being able to eat ‘home food’ because it helps reconstruct a sense of home, of ordinary 

life and continuity between their cultures of origin and their new lives in a different 

sociocultural context.  
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Rationale for the current study  

 

Whilst there is a growing body of research about UAMs in Europe and the United States, 

there is a much smaller body of work focussing on UAMs living in the Australian context. 

Australian research has largely focused on how and why UAMs decided to leave their 

country of origin and travel to Australia (e.g. Correa-Velez, Nardone, & Knoetze, 2014; 

Nardone & Correa-Velez, 2016); their treatment in immigration systems in the context of 

international human rights law (e.g. Bhabha & Crock, 2007; Crock, 2006, 2007;  Crock 

& Kenny, 2012; Martin & Curran, 2007); or review policy, practice and research relating 

to young refugees (including UAMs but not specifically) in Australia and internationally 

(e.g. Cameron, Frydenberg, & Jackson, 2011). In some cases research appeared to, or 

potentially included UAM participants as well as accompanied refugee youth, but it was 

unclear and findings did not discuss differences or similarities between the two groups 

(e.g. Earnest et al., 2015; Iqbal, Joyce, Russo, & Earnest, 2012). The small body of 

Australian research means little is known about the situation of UAMs living in the 

community and whether the service and supports they depend on (at least initially) meet 

their needs and facilitate resilience processes that enable them to cope, do well and grow 

up well in contexts of significant challenges that arise from Australia’s punitive legal and 

policy framework. An understanding of this contextual specificity is necessary to 

understand their experiences and challenges, the resources they needed and wanted to do 

well and whether their social ecologies were able to respond in ways that were meaningful 

and relevant. Understanding this specificity is necessary for developing, guiding, 

informing and/or improving policy and practice with unaccompanied minors in Australia. 

Considering the significant barriers they face in relation to accessing health-sustaining 

resources and the threats the punitive regime pose to their wellbeing, understanding how 

to facilitate UAM resilience should be a top priority for policy makers, service providers, 

educational institutions and professionals who work with them.  

 

The literature on refugee and asylum-seeking youth, and unaccompanied minors more 

specifically, has overwhelmingly focused on their vulnerability and victimhood, whilst 

their abilities to cope, adapt and respond to the stresses they face has been under-

researched (Kohli, 2007). However, studies that do focus on UAM resilience largely 

conceptualise resilience at an individual level despite recognising their capacity to ‘be 

resilient’ is nurtured and strengthened through social and community support and access 

to resources, such as education. Whilst studies of resilience in UAMs might acknowledge 



 69 

the dynamic nature of resilience processes in contexts of adversity, resilience factors 

largely are still conceptualised at the individual level, with a focus on coping styles, 

mechanisms and psychological traits (e.g. Ni Raghallaigh and Gilligan, 2010; Majumder, 

2016, Copolov, Knowles and Denny, 2018). For much of the literature, a broader social-

ecological context is not conceptualised as part of ‘resilience’. This study asserts that 

resilience cannot be understood independently of the individual’s interactions with their 

social and environmental context, and as such must be incorporated into how resilience 

is conceptualised and operationalised in research. This social-ecological approach to 

studying the resilience of UAMs in Australia aims to make visible the factors within the 

young people’s social, political and physical environments that promote (or undermine) 

UAMs’ ability to cope, adapt and do well in stressful contexts. 

 

Research Questions  

 

This research will provide important insight (albeit one that is modest, provisional and 

context-dependent) into a relatively small cohort of asylum seeking and refugee young 

people who must cope with the complexities and challenges of adapting to life in 

Australia without the presence, support and guidance of their parents. Interviews with 

former UAMs (aged 18+ and who may now hold substantive permanent or temporary 

visas) and a range of service providers investigated how these two groups mobilized 

psychological, social, cultural, and physical resources that build and sustain wellbeing, 

and which help UAMs cope with the challenges they face in Australia as they transition 

to independence and adulthood. Specifically, this research will investigate the following 

questions:  

 

What are the key factors that facilitate the resilience of young people who arrived in 

Australia as unaccompanied asylum-seeking minors?  

 

a) What resources do UAMs navigate towards and negotiate for that help them cope 

and do well while living in the community?  

b) How do their social ecologies facilitate the navigation and negotiation for 

meaningful and relevant resources?  

c) What services, resources and/or experiences made a positive difference in the 

lives of UAMs?  

d) How can resilience be conceptualised in relation to UAMs in Australia?  
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e) What are the implications for service provision and support?  

 

Conclusion  

 

This chapter has introduced the theoretical framework through which the resilience of 

UAMs in Australia will be explored. A social-ecological approach to resilience is 

necessary to account for the range of factors with the young person’s relationships and 

environment that impact their ability to cope and do well despite the significant 

challenges and stressors they face. As young people who have sought asylum or have 

been recognised as refugees, this chapter also discussed the impact that war, terror and 

political violence has on children and young people. It was noted that these experiences 

and the additional vulnerability of seeking protection in a third country without the 

support of their parents or guardian results in higher levels of mental health issues. 

However, it is increasingly recognised that they appear to do well, practically, socially 

and educationally despite these challenges. The chapter explored the literature to discuss 

what factors may contribute to positive outcomes, including social support, services and 

professionals, care placements, education, religion and culture. Although these studies 

point to common factors associated with healthy functioning among UAMs in the West, 

the cultural and contextual specificity of resilience means that the processes that support 

this ability to cope and do well are likely to manifest in unique patterns in Australia. This 

underscores the need for research in Australia that can explore the factors that facilitate 

UAM resilience so that future services and supports can target or strengthen their 

interventions towards those that were found to be most helpful. The specific research 

questions that can address this gap in research and which will guide this thesis were also 

detailed.  

 

Chapter 4: Methodology 
 

This chapter will outline the research design, data collection and data analysis processes 

and why they are appropriate for answering the research questions identified in the 

previous chapter. The chapter will begin with a discussion of the utility of a qualitative 

methodology and constructivist paradigm in relation to the study of resilience. Discussion 

will then focus on the population and sampling frame as well as sampling strategies, 

recruitment and the sample included in this study. Attention will then turn to how data 
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were collected and analysed, followed by a discussion of relevant ethical issues and how 

these were managed in relation to procedural and practical ethics, including a description 

of some “ethically important moments”. The strengths and limitations of the research 

design will then be identified. The chapter will end with a reflection about the ways in 

which I, as the researcher, influenced the generation of knowledge through the processes 

detailed in the study.  

 

Qualitative methodology  
 

This thesis is qualitative in nature and is underpinned by a constructivist paradigm. 

Epistemologically, a constructivist theoretical orientation maintains that knowledge is 

socially constructed, and in terms of ontology, that reality is subjective (Berger & 

Luckmann, 1967; Broom & Willis, 2007; Keegan, 2009; van Krieken et al., 2010). In 

contrast, a positivist paradigm argues that reality is fixed and through rigorous 

methodology objective knowledge can be produced (Broom and Willis, 2007). Martin 

and colleagues (2015) assert that qualitative research is suited to understanding the 

contexts and mechanisms of resilience processes and that utilizing a person-centered 

approach is able to identify thriving and struggling profiles of youth. Ungar (2003, p. 85) 

similarly argues that “[t]he use of qualitative methods can make a substantial contribution 

to our understanding of the construct of resilience”. This is because qualitative research 

can address two specific shortcomings identified by resilience researchers from both 

constructivist and positivist paradigms. The first relates to decisions about what 

constitutes an outcome variable, such as what constitutes a risk factor and which risks are 

relevant to the research question(s). Due to the cultural and contextual specificity of 

resilience, standardized research instruments and scales may not work with ethnic 

minority populations because they may be measuring constructs inconsistent with the 

cultural context in which they are administered and thus the results reflect biased 

(Western) judgements about what are indicators of healthy functioning (Block, Warr, 

Gibbs, & Riggs, 2012; H. Ellis, Kia-Keating, Yusuf, Lincoln, & Nur, 2007; Ungar, 2003). 

Thus, the variables one is looking or testing for can lead to variable determinations of a 

child’s resilience as well as to the erroneous conclusion that a child was ‘vulnerable’ 

instead of resilient, as behaviours that may be framed as maladaptive in one frame, may 

be resilient in another. Following Habermas (1979), Ungar (2003, p. 92) argues that 

“qualitative inquiry provides a forum in which research participants help the researcher 

delimit the scope of the study to variables and relationships particularly salient to them 
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in their ‘lifeworld’”. This more contextually and culturally specific account can then 

identify patterns and trajectories that account for the experiences of participants that 

helped them do well in contexts of adversity and stress.  

 

The second strength of qualitative methodologies is accounting for the sociocultural 

context in which resilience occurs, which shape the perception of good/bad outcomes, 

and thus highlights that resilience is a contextually specific and culturally based construct 

(Ungar, 2003). The constructivist paradigm asserts that our understandings and 

constructions of reality are specific to, and products of, culture and history (Burr, 2003, 

pp. 3-4). There is no objective ‘truth’ to ‘uncover’ because individual experiences, views 

and opinions are constructed from subjective meaning that individuals assign to their own 

lived experiences and realities (Broom & Willis, 2007). Further, aligned with the 

theoretical interest of social ecological resilience, social constructionism is concerned 

with the dynamics of social interaction and processes (Burr, 2003). Thus, the complexity 

and nuance afforded by qualitative methods and the constructivist paradigm best 

elucidates the factors that facilitate resilience at different levels of UAMs’ social 

ecologies, from the perspectives of UAMs and those who work with and support them.  

 

Including the voices of marginalized populations, such as UAMs, can provide deeper 

understanding of localized conceptions of resilience as well as their needs, aspirations 

and experiences. ‘We’ the audience of academics, researchers, social workers, policy 

makers and other professionals and community members, must consider the truth claims 

of UAMs through their narratives (Ungar 2003, p. 94). As will be discussed below, 

utilising a semi-structured, in-depth interview design allows for wider latitudes of enquiry 

and enhances my ability to reflect the voices of participants rather than a researcher 

agenda, thus increasing the credibility of the study and, hopefully, increases the likelihood 

that the study will be beneficial to participants (Padgett 1998, Ungar 2003). This 

foregrounding of participant voices also has greater potential to make visible the 

mechanisms that promote healthy outcomes, explore the differential impact of risk 

factors, and the role of sociocultural context in facilitating or undermining access to 

protective influences. Differential impact relates not only to temporality (risk factors have 

variable impact over time) but also geographically and culturally, as risk and protective 

factors are constructed within the contexts of broad social forces, such as class, gender 

and race (Ungar, 2003). Supporting this notion, Windle (1999) explains that risk and 

protective factors may function in different ways for different age groups and in 
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alternative ways for the same person at different periods in their life. Quantitative research 

cannot fully account for the contextual variability that determines the relative importance 

of a range of factors for each individual case (Ungar, 2003), although longitudinal studies 

may be better positioned to capture temporal factors. As Ungar (2003, p. 93) notes, “in 

the case of resilience, qualitative research celebrates the highly individual and contextual 

specificity of the solutions at-risk populations find to cope with high-risk environments” 

(Ungar, 2003, p. 93). This focus on individual and contextual specificity means that the 

produced results reflect the lives of the people studied, a goal that is less evident in the 

discourse of quantitative researchers (Ungar, 2003).  

 

Participants  
 

Population and sampling frame  

 

In order to understand the factors that facilitate the resilience of UAMs in Australia, two 

populations were included as participants in this thesis. The first was former 

unaccompanied minors, and the second was service providers. Hopkins’ (2008) study of 

UAMs and their access to and experiences of services in Scotland for the Scottish Refugee 

Council similarly included both populations. To understand the complex processes 

associated with resilience, multiple viewpoints need to be included as data sources 

(Unrau, 2007). Within a constructivist paradigm, no viewpoint is considered more 

complete or valid than another; rather, each provides insight into certain knowledges and 

experiences unique to that particular group. As all standpoints are partial, ideally multiple 

viewpoints should be considered in order to bring balance to knowledge building.  

 

Including the perspectives of UAMs is necessary to understand how they conceptualise 

‘positive outcomes’, how they coped with challenges, the resources they found to be 

meaningful, relevant and helpful and the role of their social ecologies in helping them 

access those resources. UAMs are often in a marginalized and vulnerable position within 

society and research is needed that includes their perspectives and experiences in order 

to improve the way in which services, support and care is provided (Thomas & Byford, 

2003). Former UAMs are a hard-to-reach population because they were largely no longer 

engaged with services that provided care and support while they were minors, and 

“gatekeepers” are protective of their clients’ identity and potential to be exploited by 

researchers. Due to the difficulty of finding and recruiting participants, limited inclusion 
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and exclusion criteria (see Table 3 below) were placed on this population so that there 

were no restrictions in terms of age, year of arrival, visa category and 

nationality/ethnicity. This meant that individuals could take part in the study as long as 

they were over 18 years of age but arrived in Australia under the age of 18, 

unaccompanied and seeking asylum under the 1951 Refugee Convention and who lived 

in the community while they were minors. They also needed to have sufficient English 

competency to take part in an interview without an interpreter.  

 

The perspectives and experiences of a range of service providers are also important for 

understanding the factors that can facilitate resilience processes. Social workers, health 

and human services professionals are involved in many ways in the provision of services 

to asylum seekers and refugees, such as advocacy, health services, trauma counselling, 

settlement support, social and recreational programs, community development and 

educational programs (Hugman, Pittaway, & Bartolomei, 2011). Service providers can 

provide important insight about the delivery of services and support, organizational and 

bureaucratic processes, working within legislative and policy contexts, advocacy, barriers 

to effective service delivery as well as the challenges UAMs faced and observations about 

what made a difference for their clients.  These insights can help answer the research 

questions about the resources UAMs wanted, how they facilitated access to these services 

or negotiated for resources to be provided and what made a positive difference. Zion and 

colleagues (2010), speaking in relation to research with asylum seekers in held 

immigration detention in Australia, note that including the testimony of health care 

professionals (and others) who are involved in their daily lives can provide new 

information and insight into the problems they face when providing care. These 

professionals are also privy to important issues, experiences and practices that might 

otherwise be lost to public scrutiny (Zion et al., 2010, p. 53). UAMs are likely engaged 

with a range of service providers and as such, this research aimed to include direct service 

roles of caseworkers, counsellor-advocates or psychologists, teachers, youth 

workers/residential care worker, lawyers, and if possible, program managers and policy-

makers. There were minimal inclusion and exclusion criteria (see Table 4 below).   

 

 

Table 5: Participant inclusion and exclusion criteria 

Population Inclusion criteria Exclusion criteria 

Former UAMs 18 years old or older  Under 18 years of age 
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Arrived in Australia unaccompanied 

minor and seeking asylum under the 

1951 Refugee Convention  

Arrived via the offshore 

humanitarian program 

Lived in the Australian community 

while a minor 

Arrived with parents or 

relative 

Sufficient English to take part in an 

interview  

Requires an interpreter  

Service providers 

(key informants) 

18 years or older  Under 18 years of age  

Worked with, or provided support to, 

UAMs in the Australian community 

(direct or indirect, formal and 

informal) 

No experience with services 

or supports delivered to 

UAMs  

Sufficient English to take part in an 

interview  

Requires an interpreter  

 

Sampling strategy  

 

As former UAMs are a well networked but difficult to directly approach population, 

snowball sampling and opportunistic sampling were used (Liamputtong & Ezzy, 1999). 

I spent considerable time attempting to develop social networks with different refugee 

communities but only achieved success with Hazaras. Opportune meetings occurred at a 

social gathering for a refugee advocacy organisation and at Nawroz Fesitval (Afghan New 

Year), where I met both former UAMs and service providers. From these opportunistic 

meetings, snowball sampling began, and I was able to reach out to potential participants. 

Purposive, opportunistic and snowball sampling was used to connect with potential key 

informant service providers. Purposive sampling refers to selecting participants because 

they can provide information rich data about the phenomenon under study (Coyne, 1997; 

Liamputtong & Ezzy, 1999). As Flyvbjerg (2011, p. 307) notes, information-orientated 

selection can “maximise the utility of information from small samples and single cases.” 

Opportunistic sampling was also used, such as at a meeting for a Hazara community 

organisation, at Nawroz Fesitval and at a professional training forum. From my purposive 

reaching out to service providers and opportunistic meetings, snowball sampling was also 

engaged where contacts identified other relevant organisations or individuals who might 

be interested in participating in the research (Hopkins and Hill, 2006). This was 

particularly important because most UAM programs had either ceased operating or 

significantly downsized as the numbers of UAMs in the community decreased following 

the reintroduction of offshore processing and as UAMs “aged out” of the system. It was 

difficult to connect with those who had experience in this area and I required triangulated 
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sampling (using multiple sampling strategies) to reach out to the sample needed to answer 

my research questions (Liamputtong & Ezzy, 1999).  

 

Recruitment  

 

In order to maximise the potential for participants to be recruited to the study, a number 

of strategies were used. It was hoped that participants would be recruited to the study with 

the assistance of service providers, community organisations and individuals who are 

active in refugee communities. I called organisations and explained the purpose of my 

research, what participation involved (including any potential risks/benefits) and how I 

would ensure the safety, security and wellbeing of UAM participants during the 

interview, as well as assurances about anonymity and confidentiality. I stressed that I did 

not want to be provided with the contact details of potential participants, but rather hoped 

they could assist in reaching out to them, with the support of the materials I provided; 

those who were interested could contact me directly. For those interested, I emailed them 

a number of documents, including a “Potential Research Partnership” document that 

outlined the study and why they should assist, flyers and posters, Informed Consent 

Forms (one each for service providers and former UAMs), a recruitment text that could 

be used in emails, letters or conversations, and the interview schedule to provide a sense 

of what the interviews will be about (see Appendix 3 and 4 for the interview schedules 

for UAMs and service providers). All materials were written in easily understood English, 

the voluntary nature of the study was emphasized and clearly stated that the third party 

would not be informed on whether they decided to participate.  

 

Effort was made to reach out to Afghan, Iraqi, Syrian, Burmese and Sri Lankan 

community groups, and particular ethnic groups within these (such as Hazara, Rohingya 

and Karen community organisations). This is because Department of Immigration 

statistics indicated that UAMs largely come from these countries/ethnic groups. Although 

a number of organisations and Afghan and Hazara community groups agreed to assist by 

advertising the study on their social media and putting up flyers on their respective 

organisations’ notice boards, this proved an ineffective method of recruiting participants. 

As detailed in the “sampling strategy” section above, recruitment of UAMs and service 

providers predominantly occurred through opportunistic and snowball sampling, with the 

latter also purposively selected. For those referred to me by participants, permission was 

first granted by the potential participant that I contact them.  

 



 77 

During my first contact with potential participants, whether face-to-face, over the phone 

or via email, I gave a description of the research aims and conditions, including 

assurances about freedom not to participate, ability to withdraw at any time without 

having to explain why, not having to answer every question, my independence from 

services and immigration, and protection of anonymity and confidentiality (Hopkins 

2008). For those interested, the Information Sheet (plain language statement) and 

informed consent form was emailed or given to them, and I explained that they could 

contact me any time to ask questions, and potential participants were then given time and 

space to consider whether they wanted to take part and to ask questions or raise concerns 

(Guillemin & Gillam, 2004; Vervliet et al., 2015). If I did not hear back from the potential 

participant, I made a follow up phone call or email a week later (at a minimum), but often 

several weeks later to avoid the sense of pressuring them to participate. If they were 

interested, we would book a time and place to do the interview.  

 

Sample  

 

In total, 36 participants took part in this research, but 34 have been included in this thesis; 

two participants had only worked with UAMs at the Nauru Regional Processing Centre 

(RPC) and so were excluded from the analysis. This includes 16 former UAMs and 19 

service providers, with one participant included across both categories (thus the 

participant total remains 34). All former UAM participants and 17 service providers took 

part in in-depth interviews. Two other service providers had informal, non-audio recorded 

meetings with me at the very beginning of my research during the scoping stage. When I 

returned to the notes I recorded during and immediately after these meetings during the 

analysis of the interview transcripts, I realized that their insights were relevant and useful 

and so contacted them to ask for permission to include them in the study. I sent them my 

notes of our meeting for their approval; two people consented to have this information 

included in the study, and one person did not.  

 

The sample of 16 former UAMs were all male and were aged between 19 and 34 at the 

time of interview. Reflecting the snowball sampling method used, most (n=14) were 

ethnic Hazaras from Afghanistan (although most spent significant portions of their lives 

in Pakistan) and two were ethnic Tamils from Sri Lanka. The former UAM participants 

arrived in Australia between 1997 and 2013, with most arriving between 2011 and 2012 

when there was an upsurge in the number of boat arrivals. One participant arrived by 
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plane and 15 arrived by boat; none had a valid visa. The age on arrival was between 13 

and 18, with most being 16 or 17 years old. It should be noted that one participant was 18 

when he arrived; I realized this during our interview but after some reflection, decided to 

include him in the sample because his needs and experiences mirrored that of other 

UAMs, particularly another participant who also arrived around the same time 

(1999/2001). Both of these participants experienced the same treatment once released 

from immigration detention, with one being 17 and the other being 18, including no 

formal service provision (such as a caseworker) or assistance with accessing resources 

such as Centrelink and Medicare. The participant who was 18 when he arrived is also the 

participant included in the service provider sample, as at the time of interview he was 

engaged with providing services for Afghan youth, including UAMs and former UAMs.  

 

Adding to the complexity of the sample, two participants were non-wards of the 

Immigration Minister, who were placed into the care of older brothers already living in 

the community. Their inclusion enabled the identification of issues relating to non-wards 

and the comparatively little support they received, despite their placements often being 

cause for concern. Also contributing to the complexity and nuance of the sample was the 

inclusion of participants with different visa and legal statuses, which enabled analysis of 

patterned experiences and outcomes according to visa categories. All UAM participants 

lived in Victoria (either Melbourne, Greater Dandenong or regionally) except one, who 

lived in Sydney. This sample were highly mobile, with many having lived in different 

states, both before turning 18 (such as when they received their substantive visa and were 

transferred to the contracted service provider interstate) and/or in independence as they 

pursued employment and education. Thus, considering this mobility it did not make sense 

to limit participants to a particular state or location; understanding these movements and 

the decisions behind them were valuable for understanding how they responded to 

challenges as well as the impact of bureaucratic and contractual arrangements between 

the Immigration Department and contracted and sub-contracted service providers.  

 

The service provider sample were purposely diverse in order to capture a range of 

experiences and perspectives in relation to providing services and supports to UAMs 

living in the community. As noted above, the aim was to include participants who 

represented the key services and professionals with whom UAMs interact and were able 

provide rich information pertinent to the research questions. Due to the difficulty of 

recruiting time-poor professionals, and because snowballing was the most successful 
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method of recruitment, there was an uneven spread of service provider roles. It should be 

noted that while there are four lawyers who took part in the study, only two participated 

in interviews during the data collection phase, and two were interviewed during the 

scoping phase before the thesis topic was decided, but whose contributions were included 

(with permission) because they were still relevant. As an exploratory study, these 

participants provided a holistic account of the systems within which UAMs are embedded 

(and their mesosystemic interactions) as well as pointed to areas requiring further 

research. Further, service provider participants were employed at various levels, from 

direct practice with UAMs at the local level, management at the local or state level, to 

management and coordinator roles at the national level. This provided insight into the 

‘UAM sector’ and its operation and interactions between federal and state levels, direct 

practice and management and so forth. Recruitment of service providers ceased once 

participants were found for each of the roles included in Table 6 below, and due to time 

and resource constraints.  

 

Table 6: Participant service provider roles14 

Position/role No. Participants 

Sports coach/coordinator 1 

Caseworker 1 

Youth worker (residential care)  3 

Team Leader (community detention) 1 

Counsellor-Advocate15 1 

Policy Officer 1 

Lawyer  4 

Teacher 2 

Immigration worker, volunteer, advocate 1 

                                                 
14 As noted in the section below, “Anonymity and Confidentiality”, the specific details of service provider 

roles, programs and/or workplaces have been removed. Whilst this information would add credibility to 

the information provided by participants, the need to protect their identities in a punitive climate was 

paramount. A number of service providers required multiple reassurances that they would be anonymous 

for fear of government retaliation against their workplaces. 
15 A counsellor-advocate provides assessment, counselling and advocacy services to clients. This includes 

performing intake and psycho-social assessments, providing interventions to address the consequences of 

their previous experiences; providing psychoeducation in individual or group settings; undertaking 

advocacy and liaison on behalf of clients to health, community, education and legal services to enable 

access and use of those services; and facilitating referrals to other services.  
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Program Manager 2 

National Coordinator 1 

National Manager 1 

Total 19 

 

As a qualitative study, this research included a relatively small sample but a high degree 

of variability in order to account for the complexity of experiences (Ungar, 2003, p. 92). 

Further, resilience is a complex and interactive phenomenon that involves different levels 

of social ecologies and as such, including individuals who have been involved with the 

delivery of services and supports to UAMs at all levels, from the individual to the distal, 

was important for creating a holistic account of the ways in which resilience processes 

are facilitated or obstructed.  

 

Data Collection  

 

Data was gathered through qualitative, semi-structured interviews with former UAMs 

and service providers from February to November 2017 (a second interview was held 

with one participant in May 2018 to follow up information provided in the initial 

interview). Interviews were conducted one-on-one, with the exception of some service 

provider interviews where there were two participants, who were colleagues. Interviews 

with former UAMs lasted between one and 2.5 hours, and interviews with service 

providers lasted between 30 minutes and 2.5 hours and were held at a time and place 

chosen by the participant. Nine former UAM interviews were held at a private booth at a 

local public library; five were conducted at a local café; one was at the participants’ 

university campus; and one was held via Skype. Interviews with service providers were 

predominantly held at their workplaces, either in their office or in a conference or meeting 

room, with one interview each being held via Skype, in their home and on a university 

campus. These locations were nominated by participants to maximise their comfort and 

convenience in line with best practice (Serry & Liamputtong, 2013). Interviews with 

UAMs were conducted first, which worked well, as it raised issues that I could then 

address with service providers and seek further information to help explain and 

contextualise UAMs’ experiences and I could also gain a sense of how common those 

experiences were across the cohort they worked with.  
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Interviews were semi-structured and consisted of predominantly open-ended questions 

(see Appendix 3 and 4). The interviews began with an introductory question that allowed 

participants to talk at length about what was important to them. For former UAMs in 

particular, this gave them freedom to determine what they felt comfortable discussing. 

The first question for former UAM participants was:  

 

To start off I am going to ask a broad question, so I can get a 

sense of your story. This will help me know what questions I 

should ask. Could you give me an overview of your journey so 

far? It’s up to you where you begin. For example, you can start 

from your home country, your journey to Australia or when 

you arrived in Australia.  

 

I asked service providers, “could you tell me about your work with UAMs?” These 

questions allowed me to ‘funnel’ my questions, probe specific issues raised and identify 

which of the questions in the interview schedule would be relevant (Serry & Liamputtong, 

2013, p. 46). The introductory question put the interviewee at ease and was a ‘gentle’ and 

respectful way to seek in-depth information, particularly for former UAM participants 

(Serry & Liamputtong, 2013). This “funnelling technique” also “minimizes the potential 

bias that might arise if we had set the structure and themes for the interview by probing 

specific points at the outset” (Serry & Liamputtong, 2013, p. 46). Indeed, most 

interviewees responded with “rich, detailed, lengthy responses” (Serry & Liamputtong, 

2013, p. 46).  

 

Interview themes were based on the factors identified in the literature as likely to promote 

the resilience of UAMs. Questions to former UAMs addressed issues of social support 

and social networks, services they accessed and professionals who helped them, care 

placements, education, religion, culture, housing, employment, health, learning English, 

recreational activities and hobbies, transitioning from care, belonging and experiences of 

racism, “success”, and how they approached challenges. The last question asked them to 

share their advice for others in the same situation. Interviews with service providers 

enquired about their work with UAMs and the challenges of their role, perceptions of the 

issues UAMs faced as well as their strengths, adaptation and coping, barriers to service 

provision, advocacy, collaboration with other services, perceived gaps in services and 

how service delivery could be improved.  
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Data analysis  
 

Thematic analysis  

 

Each interview was audio-recorded and transcribed verbatim16 and interview data were 

managed via NVivo 11 software. Data were analysed according to the thematic analysis 

(TA) method outlined by Braun and Clarke (2006). TA provides a systematic framework 

for coding, analysing and interpreting patterns across the dataset in relation to the research 

questions (Braun & Clarke, 2006). According to DeSantis (2000, p. 362), “a theme is an 

abstract entity that brings meaning and identity to a recurrent experience and its variant 

manifestations. As such, a theme captures and unifies the nature or basis of the experience 

into a meaningful whole”. This denotes an active process by the researcher whereby 

themes are constructed from codes that unify disparate data, and as such, themes are not 

“discovered” and do not “emerge” from the data (Braun & Clarke, 2016). The process 

utilised in this thesis was abductive, meaning that coding was both derived from the data 

as well as my conceptual framework (Levin-Rozalis, 2004; Paavola, 2004), which 

focused attention to particular aspects of the data, rather than a rich description of the data 

overall (Braun and Clarke 2006). Researcher judgement is necessary to determine what 

constitutes a theme; the ‘keyness’ of a recurrent pattern is not determined by quantifiable 

measures because what matters is whether it captures something important in relation to 

the overall research question (Braun & Clarke, 2006).  TA has been used for the study of 

resilience with unaccompanied minors (e.g. Majumder, 2016; Rana et al., 2011; 

Thommessen et al., 2017), although as noted previously these studies were not from a 

social ecological perspective.  

 

There is no clear agreement about how TA should be conducted, but for this thesis I was 

guided by the six-step process outlined in Braun and Clarke’s seminal article, Using 

Thematic Analysis in Psychology (2006). Braun and Clarke (2014) note that the “in 

psychology” part is largely disregarded, and the paper is used extensively across many 

different disciplines. Their process was adapted into a seven-step process with the 

addition of a second round of coding (described in Table 6 below). Coding occurred at 

                                                 
16 Data were stored in two forms: digital recordings of interviews, which were used to transcribe interviews; 

and transcripts of the interviews, which were used for analysis and the writing of my thesis. As required by 

Griffith University, all audio recordings were erased after transcription. However, other research data 

(interview transcripts and analysis) were retained in a password protected electronic file accessible only by 

myself for a period of five years, before being destroyed. Data were backed up by the Griffith University 

secure data archive service that meets the necessary statutory obligations for the storage of data. 
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the level of semantic (explicit) or manifest meaning, which means that themes were 

identified within the explicit or surface meanings of the data, that is, looking at what the 

participant has said. However, the analytic process progressed from description 

(organisation and summarisation of data to show patterns in semantic content) to 

interpretation in order to conceptualise the significance of the patterns and their broader 

meanings and implications (Braun & Clarke, 2006). Table 6 below details the process by 

which the data was coded and analysed.  

 

Table 7: Phases of thematic analysis 

Step Purpose Process 

1 Familiarising myself 

with the data 

Transcribed interviews, reading, re-reading and noting 

down initial coding ideas. 

2 Generating initial 

codes 

Coding interesting features of the data in a systematic 

fashion across the whole data set. 

3 Second round coding 
A long list of different codes were identified across the 

dataset. The codes were refined, and a second round of 

coding ensured that codes were applied consistently across 

the whole dataset.   

4 Searching for themes  Refocused analysis to the broader level of themes. Codes 

were collated into potential themes so that all the data 

relevant to each theme was organised together. Different 

combinations considered, with seven themes identified by 

the end of this stage, each with multiple sub-themes.  

5 Reviewing themes Checked all themes worked in relation to the coded extracts 

and the entire data set. At the level of coded extracts, all 

collated extracts for each theme were read and considered 

for whether they formed a coherent pattern. This same 

process was repeated but in relation to the entire data set. 

Themes were considered in relation to “internal 

homogeneity and external heterogeneity” (Braun & Clarke, 

2006, p. 91). That is, that data within themes cohere 

together meaningfully and be identifiably distinct from 

other themes. Three themes were removed and 

incorporated into the four remaining themes. Data were 

recoded according to these themes.  

6 Defining and naming 

themes 

Continued analysis to refine the specifics of each theme, 

the overall story it tells, generating clear definitions and 

names for each theme and identifying what aspect of the 

data the theme captured.  
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7 Report  Analysing themes using “vivid, compelling extract 

examples” to support the theme and relate back to the 

research question and literature (Braun & Clarke, 2006, p. 

87). 

 

Coding  

 

The themes identified in this thesis were developed from a systematic and comprehensive 

coding process (Braun & Clarke, 2006). As Braun and Clarke (2016, p. 742) assert, “a 

process of fine-grained coding captures diversity and nuance and provides a foundation 

for conceptualising possibly significant patterns (for research questions) of shared 

meaning”. To ensure that coding was systematic and highlighted information relevant to 

understanding the processes of resilience, three coding schemes were used. The first was 

“In Vivo” coding, which used participant generated words to prioritise and honour 

participant voices and preserve participants’ meanings of their views and actions in the 

coding (Charmaz, 2014; Saldaña, 2016).  In Vivo codes are designed to capture 

“behaviors (sic) or processes which will explain to the analyst how the basic problem of 

the actors is resolved or processed” (Strauss, 1987, p. 33). However, I was wary of over-

dependence as In Vivo codes can limit the ability to transcend to more conceptual and 

theoretical levels of analysis and insight (Saldana, 2016). The second coding scheme was 

“Process codes”, which uses gerunds (-ing words) to indicate action in the data; this can 

be observable activity (e.g. playing sport) or general conceptual action such as negotiating 

or adapting (Saldana, 2016). As resilience is conceptualised as a process facilitated by 

individuals in interaction with their environment, process codes can help foreground the 

ways in which UAMs and service providers enacted this.  

 

The third coding scheme applied to the data was “Values Coding” in order to reflect the 

values, moral codes, attitudes, beliefs, principles and situational norms UAMs live by and 

which represent perspectives or worldview, such as respect or open-mindedness (Saldana, 

2016). Individual values are influenced and affected by the social and cultural networks 

they belong to, as well as the individual’s specific biography and historical period 

(Saldana, 2016). As Saldana (2016, p. 132) asserts, values codes are useful for exploring 

“cultural values and belief systems, identity, intrapersonal and interpersonal participant 

experiences and actions”. As noted in the previous chapter, research has shown that 

resilience processes exhibit cultural specificity, with the values of refugee and asylum-

seeking youth influencing the ways in which they cope with challenges as well as their 
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motivations and aspirations and how they conceptualise “successful outcomes”. As such, 

values can play an important role in influencing how the young person interacts with their 

environment in pursuit of their “positive outcomes” and thus foregrounds processes that 

facilitate resilience.  

 

Ethics  
 

 

The need to go beyond the principle of “do no harm” when researching asylum seeker 

and refugee populations has received increasing attention. The need to set higher ethical 

standards has received particular attention in medical/quantitative research with refugee 

and Internally Displaced People (IDPs) in crisis/emergency situations (for example 

Hugman, Pittaway, et al., 2011; Jacobsen & Landau, 2003; Leaning, 2001; MacKenzie, 

McDowell, & Pittaway, 2007). Whilst this research is directed at a different practice 

context, these studies nevertheless raised an ethical issue pertinent to research conducted 

in Australia. Hugman and colleagues (2011) argue that the standard of ‘do no harm’ is a 

necessary and important starting point but is insufficient for ethically sound research 

practice. can be addressed by paying careful attention to two dimensions of research 

ethics identified by Guillemin and Gillam (2004): procedural ethics (ethical approval, 

informed consent, privacy, confidentiality and dissemination) and “ethics in practice” 

(the often-unanticipated everyday ethical issues that arise when conducting research). 

Very little attention has been paid to UAMs in relation to the ethics of research 

(exceptions include Hopkins, 2008; Thomas & Byford, 2003). Attention has mostly 

focused on methodological and procedural ethics and only partially addresses the issues 

encountered during research, that is “ethics in practice” (Vervliet et al., 2015). Both of 

these dimensions will be discussed in relation to how they were implemented in this 

thesis. 

 

Whilst research for this thesis is conducted with former unaccompanied minors who are 

now over 18 years of age, many of the same ethical issues relating to UAMs remain 

relevant, such as their political, social and economic marginalization, developing English 

language fluency, unfamiliarity with research, and experiences of interrogation by 

Immigration officials to determine the genuineness of their refugee claims (thus 

increasing distrust of interviews about their experiences), all of which compound to 

increase vulnerability to exploitation or harm during the research process (Thomas & 

Byford, 2003; Zion et al., 2010). Further, half of the former UAMs included in this study 
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remain in a vulnerable position as temporary visa holders, as their status is subject to 

review and thus anything they say publicly could potentially be used as evidence against 

them (Lange, Kamalkhani, & Baldassar, 2007). Indeed, as will be discussed below, the 

former UAM participants were concerned about protecting their anonymity. Whilst three 

participants are over 30 years of age and have been granted citizenship, they have still 

endured horrific experiences and face continuing stressful circumstances (such as 

separation from family who remain in danger) and so consideration of both procedural 

and practical ethics was essential. Further, service providers were also vulnerable as the 

services and agencies they work for were often reliant on government funding; in a 

context of punitive policies and funding cuts to refugee and asylum seeker services, many 

strongly asserted the need to protect their identities and that of their workplace to avoid 

repercussions.  

 

There is growing agreement that despite these vulnerabilities, including refugees, asylum 

seekers and UAMs in research is ethically important, provided the research is conducted 

with a high degree of professional and ethical standards (Hugman, Pittaway, et al., 2011; 

Ungar & Nichol, 2002; Vervliet et al., 2015; Zion et al., 2010).  As Ungar and Nichol 

(2002, p. 139) assert, “the empowerment of individuals whose opportunities for power 

are delimited by their broader social circumstances requires both a time and a place for 

the expression of their voices in the detailed description of their lives”. UAMs are a 

relatively small group of young people who seek asylum in Australia, but their particular 

vulnerability as well as their documented agency and resilience means that it is vital that 

research include their unique perspectives and experiences in order to improve the way 

they are cared for in Australia. Questions about the lives and needs of UAMs and research 

that can develop knowledge in relation to this are of concern to policy makers and 

practitioners, as good research is needed to underpin services, advocacy and policy 

development (Hugman et al., 2011).  

 

Procedural ethics  

 

In accordance with one of the central pillars of procedural ethics, this research was 

approved by the Griffith University Human Research Ethics Committee (HREC)17 and 

adheres to requirements of ethical research with human participants outlined in the 

guidelines of with the National Health and Medical Research Council’s (NHMRC) 

                                                 
17 The reference number is HUM/11/15/HREC. 
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National Statement on Ethical Conduct in Human Research (2007). Procedural ethics 

also refers to conforming to the documented processes outlined in the ethics applications, 

such as informed consent, distress protocols, confidentiality and dissemination (Block et 

al., 2012). Each of these will be addressed before turning to the need to move beyond 

procedural ethics to consider the importance of reflexivity when responding to “ethics in 

practice”.  

 

Informed consent  

 

Complex issues arise when conducting research with UAMs, as “[l]anguage, culture, 

religion, social norms, and experiences of oppression may make it difficult to obtain truly 

informed and voluntary consent” (Thomas & Byford, 2003, p. 1400). Researchers have 

highlighted that when doing research with refugee populations, power disparities are 

particularly acute when negotiating informed consent (Block et al., 2012; Ellis et al., 

2007; Mackenzie et al., 2007; Zion et al., 2010). Hopkins’ (2008) research with UAMs 

in Scotland noted that informed consent may contribute to wellbeing because it respects 

their self-control, agency and autonomy (Hopkins, 2008) and places them as knowledge 

holders who can help build evidence based on their experiences and perspectives. With 

these issues in mind, an informed consent process was adhered to that aimed to assert 

participants’ rights and ensured that they were able to give meaningful informed consent 

to take part in the study.  

 

As noted in the section on recruitment and data collection above, all potential participants 

(UAMs and service providers) were provided an information sheet and informed consent 

form prior to agreeing to an interview. The materials for UAM participants were written 

in easily understood English. The informed consent form detailed the purpose of the 

study; what participation involved; the expected benefits of the research; expected 

benefits for the participant; potential risks of participation; assurance of participant 

confidentiality; statement on the voluntary nature of participation; researcher contact 

details; information about the ethical conduct of the research and who to contact should 

the participant like to make a complaint; how feedback would be given to the participant; 

and a privacy statement. All participants had time and space prior to agreeing to an 

interview to consider their involvement and to ask further questions.  
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Because the former UAM participants’ potential lack of familiarity with research 

processes (Block et al., 2012), it was important to take time to go over the informed 

consent materials in appropriate English before the interview. I explained the purpose and 

nature of the research and reasserted their freedom to decide whether they wanted to 

participate, and that their information will be anonymous and confidential (Hopkins, 

2008; Vervliet et al., 2015; Mackenzie et al., 2007; Hugman et al., 2011; Serry & 

Liamputtong, 2013). For some participants, understanding who I was, what I was doing 

and why I was interested in talking to them was confusing, so I tried to explain these 

different aspects as best as I could. I also tried to avoid creating unrealistic expectations 

of what my research could achieve, such as help with their asylum cases, services they 

receive or that it would lead to changes in policy and practice (Vervliet et al., 2015; 

Thomas & Byford, 2003; Leaning, 2001). It was important not to create false hope in 

participants which may act as an inducement because they may feel compelled to tell their 

story in the hope the researcher can help with their situation (Zion et al., 2010).  

 

That participation was voluntary was also stressed, which meant they could withdraw at 

any time, even after we had done the interview, and that they did not have to answer a 

question if they did not want to, and they did not need to explain why. To assuage 

concerns about the potential impact participating would have on asylum claims (Hopkins, 

2008), participants were also provided with information and assurances about the use of 

the audio recordings, which would only be used for transcription to enable my analysis 

of the interviews. Participants were assured that transcribed interviews would be 

anonymous and de-identified and that in research output, such as research articles, they 

would not be identifiable by third parties. We also discussed the potential that they could 

become upset, at which point we could end the interview if they wished. I discussed the 

counselling services available should they wish to talk to someone about anything that 

came up during our interview. Once I was satisfied that participant understood the 

research and were able to freely give their consent, they were invited to sign the consent 

form. Informed consent processes were similarly engaged with service providers, 

although because of their empowered position, familiarity with research, English 

speaking ability and older age profile, there were less ethical issues to navigate. However 

particularly pertinent were issues of confidentiality and anonymity, with several service 

providers asking for assurances that their identity and workplace would be protected.  
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Distress protocol  

 

In order to mitigate and prevent psychological harm and/or distress related to the 

remembering of past stressful events, the interviews did not focus on the participants’ 

experiences prior to arrival in Australia, or their experiences in immigration detention 

(Hopkins, 2008). Thomas and Byford (2003) note that UAMs are often wary of 

researchers asking about the past and were resistant to discussions of experiences that are 

loaded with pain, guilt, high levels of anxiety and emotional distress due to leaving their 

home country. The opening question (discussed above) allowed participants to talk about 

their experiences prior to Australia if they wished. Most did not, only briefly mentioning 

where and how long they spent in held immigration detention, and then focusing on their 

time since living in the community. Those who did want to talk about why they left home 

and their journey to Australia were able to do so, with careful attention paid to signs of 

distress or discomfort. At times, these experiences arose at a later stage in the interview, 

but often in the context of talking about their motivation to succeed in Australia. None of 

the participants became visibly distressed through these discussions. If someone were to 

become upset or distressed, the interview would have been paused or ceased and the 

participant reminded about the mental health services available, which were listed in the 

informed consent form. All participants were given my details in case they wanted to ask 

further questions or needed additional support (Thomas & Byford, 2003). There was also 

potential for service provider participants to become upset because the nature of their 

work can be demanding and distressing, however this did not occur. The same processes 

would have been followed as for former UAMs, however this issue did not arise.  

 

Anonymity and confidentiality  

 

Both participant groups were concerned about anonymity and confidentiality. Some 

participants brought up this issue a number of times throughout the interview, with some 

former UAMs saying they would be willing to tell me some things “off the record”. All 

records of participants were anonymized, including folder and file names and transcripts 

and data were only accessible with a password, which was only held by me (Thomas & 

Byford, 2003). Both public and social network confidentiality were adhered to. Public 

confidentiality refers to not identifying participants in research reports, presentations and 

other published materials and the latter means not disclosing information about the 

participant to people in their social networks (Hopkins, 2008). Protecting their identities 

in the write up of this thesis meant it was necessary to leave out or redact particular details, 



 90 

such as their age, location, school or higher education institution, workplaces and job 

titles (Hopkins, 2008). This meant that it was difficult to assert the credibility of some 

service providers because they held a particular position, but protecting their identity 

takes precedence. However, where a position title was unlikely to result in identification, 

such as a caseworker or youth worker, those details remained. In the next chapters 

participants will be referred to by a P-number or S-number in order to ensure anonymity 

(Hopkins, 2008). UAMs will be referred to as P1 – P 15; one participant who was both a 

former UAM and a service provider will be referred to as P/S16; and service providers 

will be referred to as S17 – S34.  

 

Dissemination  

 

All participants, both former UAMs and service providers, will receive a summary of the 

research results as well as future journal articles based on the data (Hopkins, 2008). 

Hopkins (2008) asserts the importance of using positive images about UAM participants 

and of considering the impact the report will have on them. Thomas and Byford (2003) 

argue that providing research findings demonstrates how their voices were important for 

building an evidence-base that may help improve the way services are offered to UAMs 

in the future and is important for maintaining trust and hopefully contributing to a positive 

experience of the research process. Organisations that were willing to assist with my study 

by advertising my flyers in their offices or posting on social media will also be sent a 

summary of results. One of the intentions of the study is to help improve the overall 

standards of services available to UAMs and so dissemination is particularly important, 

but an often-overlooked part of the research process (Hopkins, 2008). There exists a 

nexus between scholarship and advocacy within refugee research (Block et al., 2012; 

MacKenzie et al., 2007), and I believe that such research carries the responsibility of 

ensuring the research is made available to practitioners and policy makers. Participants, 

as well as other organisations I have been involved with through training or volunteering, 

have been receptive to the idea of a seminar that explains the research and my findings. 

One organization has offered the use of its training room for this purpose. Former UAM 

participants and service providers will be welcome to attend. This research will also be 

presented at the Refugee Trauma Recovery in Resettlement conference in Australia in 

May 2019.  
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Practical ethics 

 

The National Statement of Ethical Conduct in Human Research states that human 

research requires ethical reflection at all stages of the research process and that it should 

be informed by the core values of respect, research merit and integrity, justice and 

beneficence (NHMRC, 2007). This process of critical reflection in order to respond to 

ethical issues as they arise throughout the research process is known as “ethics in 

practice” (Guillemin & Gillam, 2004). Although institutional ethical approval is designed 

to ensure core research ethics are upheld, it is impossible to anticipate the range of 

concerns and situations that arise when researching complex social problems (Block et 

al. 2012). Responding adequately to these situations requires “a continuous process of 

critical scrutiny and interpretation” (Guillemin & Gillam, 2004, p. 275; also see Block et 

al., 2012). Thus critical, reflective thinking is essential at all stages of the research, from 

conception until delivered in the public domain, not just when writing the proposal or 

applying for ethical approval from the university ethics committee (Block et al., 2012; 

Hopkins, 2008; Hugman, Bartolomei, & Pittaway, 2011). As Zion and colleagues (2010) 

note, even when the “normal” ethical requirements for research are met, this may not be 

sufficient to protect marginalised and vulnerable participants. Block and colleagues 

(2012, p. 71) note that “[e]thical reflexivity is arguably essential when researchers and 

research participants have disparate lifeworlds” and when “research participants [are] 

rendered vulnerable through their relative powerlessness in encounters with researchers”. 

How practical ethics were applied in this study will be explored below, through examples 

of some “ethically important moments”.  

 

Ethically important moments  

 

Guillemin and Gillam (2004, p. 262) explain that ethically important moments are “the 

difficult, often subtle, and usually unpredictable situations that arise in the practice of 

doing research”. Block and colleagues (2012) note that these moments may arise from a 

remark, a situation, or growing sense of unease that highlights the ethical complexity of 

the situation and which requires a response from the researcher. Vervliet and colleagues 

(2015) commented that in their research with UAMs in Belgium, they were confronted 

with ethically important moments that related to both the researcher-participant 

relationship as well as the circumstances of the young person. During this research, a 

number of these moments arose. For instance, one former UAM remarked before we 
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began our interview in a private booth at the library that he was reminded of his 

immigration interview. This was not the impression I wanted to give so I immediately 

apologized, moved the audio recording device out of the way, assured him that our 

conversation would not resemble an immigration interview but would instead focus on 

his experiences in Australia, how he coped with the challenges he faced and the resources 

that helped him do that. We engaged in ‘small talk’ for a little while in an effort to increase 

his comfort and I told him more about myself, such as being passionate about refugee 

rights since I was a young girl. I hoped that this insight into myself would help distance 

me from the Immigration Department, and instead cast me as an ally who stood in 

solidarity with him. My position reflected Block and colleagues (2012, p. 73) comment 

that, “[f]or many, the often desperate plight of refugees renders any position other than 

overt solidarity as ethically inappropriate”. 

 

One participant was highly stressed about submitting his protection visa application 

before the October 1 deadline as he was still on the waiting list for Refugee Legal. After 

our interview, I called a lawyer friend and asked if she knew anyone who might be able 

to help. She got back to me letting me know that anyone who would like to help was 

already volunteering their time to legal services and apologized she could not do more. I 

had not informed the participant I was doing this so as to not raise hopes without 

assurances I could help. I contacted him to check how he was going and was relieved to 

hear that he had an appointment booked with a lawyer in the following week. Like 

Hopkins (2008, p. 42), I felt “it would be extremely ignorant and thoughtless of me if I 

didn’t offer at least some form of assistance to the unaccompanied minors who raised 

such issues with me”. Vervliet and colleagues (2015) also noted that during research with 

UAMs there were often no explicit requests for help, but the researchers felt the urge to 

help them as they were dealing with difficult circumstances without adequate support 

networks.  

 

The last ethically important moment to be discussed here relates to an explicit request for 

help from a participant weeks after our interview. The former UAM had been in a car 

accident where the other person was at fault. He had received a letter from her insurance 

company asking for over $6,000 and he asked if I could help him fill out the insurance 

form because his written English was not good enough. It was not immediately clear what 

the ‘ethical’ response would be. I asked whether he had anyone else to help him (Duvell, 

Triandafyllidou, & Vollmer, 2010; Hopkins, 2008) and he said he did not; his social 
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network were predominantly young Afghan men. Not responding or taking any action 

did not seem ethical (Vervliet et al., 2015; MacKenzie et al., 2007; Duvell et al., 2010) 

and so I decided to help him fill out the form. He explained to me the circumstances, sent 

me photos of the accident and I completed the form. He sent the form to the insurance 

company and when I checked in at a later date, he said he never heard back and assumed 

the issue was resolved. I saw this request as an expression of agency (Vervliet et al., 

2015), where he consciously made a choice to appeal to me in the hope of changing his 

situation, demonstrating his willingness to utilize the resources he had access to in order 

to deal with challenges he faced. This was a very personal example of the ways in which 

UAMs instigate resilience processes by navigating to resources in their social ecologies 

in order to cope with challenges they face.   

 

Strengths and limitations of research design 

 

A qualitative research methodology is well suited to answer the research questions that 

guide this thesis. Ungar (2003) argues that qualitative methods have five distinct strengths 

in relation to studying resilience. These are the identification of previously unknown 

protective processes relevant to the lived experiences of participants; thick description of 

a phenomenon in specific contexts, which strengthens trustworthiness; highlighting and 

adding power to minority ‘voices’ and promoting understanding and respect for localized 

understandings of ‘positive outcomes’ because it avoids generalization but facilitates 

transferability of results; and it requires researchers to account for biased standpoints 

(Ungar, 2003, p. 85).  Although not generalizable, qualitative research can be transferable 

because it seeks to provide a deeper, thicker, description of a specific reality construction 

that is grounded in people’s experiences, and thus has greater likelihood of producing 

data that reflects the standpoints of marginalised people and their less privileged social 

discourses (Ungar, 2003; Ungar & Nichol, 2002). Rodwell (1998) asserts that it is the 

reader’s responsibility to determine whether the findings transfer, as only the reader is 

familiar with the time and context in which the findings might be applicable. This thesis 

is also exploratory and provides insight into directions for future research, some of which 

may be suited to research using mixed methods, longitudinal or participatory approaches.  

 

Three limitations of the research design relate to the sample. In the UAM sample, only 

two ethnic groups were included, and one group had only two participants. This meant it 

was not possible to draw conclusions about the relevance of cultural factors for this group, 
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as their numbers were too few to identify patterns. Second, my recruitment method meant 

that I interviewed former UAMs who were largely ‘engaged’ and relatively ‘successful’ 

and therefore also demonstrated resilience. For instance, former UAMs who attended 

university recruited friends who were also studying. Despite this bias, former UAMs were 

also recruited who were struggling to find employment and access education and as such, 

this sample was able to capture a broader range of experiences. However, it is highly 

likely that there are former UAMs who have dropped out of education early (as one 

participant had), whether high school or university, and who may be much more difficult 

to find and less interested in taking part in the research. Third, all of the former UAM 

samples are male. Whilst most UAMs are male, internationally and in Australia, this 

gender bias is likely to effect the results as evidence suggests that boys and girls may 

utilise different coping mechanisms (Derluyn & Broekaert, 2007; Kohli & Mather, 2003; 

Lonigan, Shannon, Finch Jr, Daugherty, & Taylor, 1991). These issues will be addressed 

more specifically at the end of the discussion chapter.  

 

The varied former UAM sample in relation to age, year of arrival and visa category meant 

that a complex array of legislation and policies applied to these participants. Whilst 

increasing complexity, this also enabled me to see the ways in which different risk and 

protective factors are introduced and interact, and to see over time which factors remained 

consistent. Although having key informant service provider participants take part in the 

study provided insight into a range of different roles that provided services and support 

for UAMs, both directly and indirectly, having only one participant for some roles meant 

it was not possible to identify whether their responses would be echoed by others in the 

same position. It is likely that should more participants for each service provider role be 

included, new information would be gathered. However, considering that the interviews 

with the former UAMs formed the central focus of this thesis, with service provider 

participants selected for their ability to provide rich information about their work with 

UAMs and respond to the issues and experiences the former UAM participants had raised 

during interviews, the service provider interviews were sufficient to answer the research 

questions within the time and resource constraints of completing a PhD thesis. Further, 

as Braun and Clarke (2016, p. 742) assert, “the bigger the sample, the greater the risk of 

failing to do justice to the complexity and nuance contained within the data”. Based on 

the rich, complex and nuanced information provided by participants and reported in the 

following two chapters, attention can turn to particular areas that warrant future research.  
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Attention must also be paid to the methodological differences between paired and single 

respondent interviews. Whilst the issues identified in relation to qualitative, semi-

structured interviews are relevant for both interview types (see below), paired interviews 

involve two respondents and as such are less symmetrical and engage different dynamics 

compared to single respondent interviews. For instance, questions posed are responded 

in dialogical interaction through which understandings are produced (Arksey, 1996; 

Houssart & Evens, 2011; Wilson, Onwuegbuzie & Manning, 2016). In a practical sense, 

this limited the number of questions that could be asked during the interview as the 

sustained dialogue between participants in response to each question took longer than 

was usually required for single respondents. Paired interviews also require careful 

attention to participant power dynamics to ensure it is conducted equitably as one 

respondent may dominate discussion (Arksey, 1996; Houssart & Evens, 2011; Morris, 

2001). Such power dynamics may also limit dissenting ideas and views by one respondent 

who feels pressure to present a unified story or account of an issue or experience, despite 

having a different interpretation or perspective (Wilson et al., 2016). However, it appears 

that these limitations did not impact on paired interviews conducted for this thesis as 

participants who contributed equally and sometimes shared differing perspectives and 

understandings to each other. As has been observed by Morris (2001), the comfortable 

and equitable flow of the paired interviews may have been facilitated by the pre-

established relationships of interviewees, who were all colleagues who worked closely 

with one another.  

 

In-depth and semi-structured interviews are widely used in qualitative research because 

of their suitability for providing “[i]nsight into the meanings that individuals and groups 

attach to experiences, social processes, practices and events” (Edwards & Holland, 2007, 

p. 90). Semi-structured interviews allow greater opportunity to understand the 

phenomenon of resilience through participants’ own words, perceptions, feelings, 

thoughts and experiences (Serry & Liamputtong, 2013). However, criticism levelled at 

the conduct and interpretation of interviews has focused on the inherent contestability and 

ambiguity of language, no matter how carefully questions, responses, coding and 

reporting is worded (Edwards & Holland, 2007; Fontana & Frey, 2003). As Edwards and 

Holland (2007) point out, a question or answer can mean something different to the 

interviewer and participant. By carefully listening to participant responses however, it 

was possible to sense when a question had not been interpreted as was intended and 

follow up questions were posed. Further, repeating back participants’ answers as I 
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interpreted them also allowed for clarification and elaboration and ensured that the 

participants’ views were understood.  

 

Keeping in mind the constructivist underpinnings of this research, it is important to 

remember that interviews are not neutral tools of data collection that result in “true and 

accurate” portrayals of the respondents’ selves and lives (Fontana & Frey, 2003, p. 63). 

A range of factors influence how participants express themselves in an interview, and 

thus shape the knowledge that is generated, including the location, context, physical and 

social space the interview takes place, as well as the power relations, understandings and 

emotions of the interviewer and interviewee and their social dynamic (Edwards & 

Holland, 2007; Fontana & Frey, 2003). Indeed, Fontana and Frey (2003, p. 64) assert, 

“the result is as much a product of this social dynamic as it is a product of accurate 

accounts and replies.” Numerous authors have contended that the researcher’s potential 

to impact the knowledge gathered through interviews underscores the importance of 

reflexive awareness about their social positionality and the biases, beliefs and values that 

may influence the way knowledge is filtered and interpreted (Edwards & Holland, 2007, 

p. 93).  

 

Further, participants actively constructed knowledge around questions and responses, and 

were thus temporally located; if the same question was asked at another time, a different 

answer could be provided (Fontana & Frey, 2003). Because the interviews are 

retrospective the answers provided are dependent on memory and as such, are necessarily 

selective and not always beholden to “factual” truths. However, interviewing former 

UAMs about their experiences when they were minors had several benefits. First, their 

trajectories in adulthood and independence were captured, including their engagement in 

higher education, housing and employment, as well as the challenges that arose during 

the transition period. This information is useful for understanding whether UAMs were 

adequately prepared for independence, how this could be improved and the types of 

support they may still require once they turn 18. If interviews were conducted with UAMs 

(minors), it would not be possible to see how they fared in adulthood. Second, the former 

UAM participants have had a longer period of time in Australia to develop their English-

speaking skills, access education, seek mental health support and other health-sustaining 

resources may reduce their vulnerability in the research process. Service provider 

participants also mentioned that during the peak of service provision to UAMs in the 

community they were constantly busy and had little time to reflect and evaluate the way 
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they were working; these interviews were an opportunity to do so and consider areas for 

improvement. Thus, this study presents a context-specific account of the factors that 

facilitated resilience processes within the social ecologies of UAMs, that were given at a 

particular time and place. Including both UAM and service provider participants enabled 

triangulation of the data18 to enhance trustworthiness and reliability of the study.  

 

Reflection  

 

Noted throughout this chapter is the importance of researcher reflexivity. The researcher, 

as research instrument, must make explicit their subjectivities that may contribute to the 

findings. Not doing so increases the possibility of not being able to document the 

phenomenon under study, as it is experienced by participants (Fine, 1994; Ungar, 2003).  

In other words, the authenticity of data is enhanced when researchers make clear they are 

aware of the ways in which they may filter data (Ungar, 2003). Ungar (2003) noted that 

the political positions of researchers become more important when the phenomenon is 

closely related to power and culture, as is the case with research with the study of UAMs 

and resilience in Australia. Wagle and Cantaffa (2008) contend that the research process 

is entangled with our identities, and thus researchers should engage in reflective 

exploration of those entanglements because they influence the way we construct and 

address questions in qualitative research. Not doing so places the research under a “false 

veil of neutrality and disembodiment” (Wagle & Cantaffa, 2008, p. 136). The method of 

TA used in this thesis is also a subjective, active, creative and reflexive process by the 

researcher through which coding and themes are developed (Braun & Clarke 2016).  

 

This research was born out of my concern for the treatment of those who seek asylum in 

Australia. I was raised in a household that valued social justice. For instance, I attended 

protests about the treatment of asylum seekers and refugees in immigration detention 

centres from a young age. Throughout high school my passion for the plight of refugees 

become a driving force in how I conceptualised my future. Where possible my school 

assignments focused on refugee issues, and afterwards I took a gap year to volunteer with 

Tibetan refugees in India, before returning home to complete my university studies. I 

have also been actively involved in social justice campaigns and volunteering with 

                                                 
18 Where multiple data sources are included so that multiple perspectives are included that can capture 

different dimensions of the phenomenon.  
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refugee youth, such as homework clubs in high schools and as a teacher’s aide for asylum 

seeking students at a flexible learning school.  

 

My concern for social justice means I am politically left-of-centre; however, I am critical 

of the policies and positions of both the major parties in regard to asylum seekers. For 

me, resilience is what we should be striving for, particularly in the current context where 

adversity and stress remain a constant feature in their lives – how can we help them cope, 

adapt, do well in these contexts and what needs to change to alter their conditions? This 

interest shaped the choice in theoretical framework and in how I identified 

patterns/themes, selected those of most interest/salience, and reported them. The themes 

reported in the following two chapters thus reflect my active and interpretative choices 

(Braun and Clarke 2006). However, the systematic and rigorous approach to recruitment, 

data collection and analysis detailed in this chapter enhance trustworthiness of the 

research and the transparency of these processes increase the possibility of others to judge 

its transferability to their own populations under study.  

 

When conducting the interviews, I was aware that I needed to decide how I would present 

myself. As a 20-something Anglo female, I was conscious of race, gender and age during 

the interview and needed to negotiate those identities. Fontana and Frey (2003, p. 77) 

assert that “once the interview’s presentational self is ‘cast,’ it leaves a profound 

impression on the respondents and has great influence over the success (or lack of it) of 

the study”. Should I dress down or dress formally? How would either impact the 

interview? Ultimately, I decided to dress smart-casual so as to appear professional and 

respectable, but not formal and inapproachable; I wore the same outfit to most interviews. 

I look younger than I am and so did not want to appear immature and as though this study 

was not a serious endeavour, but at the same time, I knew my youth may be helpful during 

the interviews and allow me to connect with the participants. As a young woman, I needed 

to ensure I presented myself in a way that did not send inappropriate signals or messages; 

I wanted the focus to be on the content of the interview and our discussion, rather than 

me. I was also aware of my privileged position as a White Australian and the potential to 

become complicit in ‘managing’ the ‘otherness’ of unaccompanied minors by 

emphasising their value in relation to their contribution to ‘us’ (Hage, 2000). With this in 

mind, I approached interviews without a priori assumptions of what constituted 

‘successful outcomes’, with sensitivity to the range of punitive policies introduced by 

‘White managers’ that imposed formidable barriers to being able to pursue to their own 
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sense of purpose and a commitment to social justice that sought to challenge the rhetorical 

and practical exclusion of the ‘asylum seeking other’ from ‘Australian society’. Based off 

my interpretation of the interviews and the feedback I received from participants, I am 

confident that my sensitivity and consideration to the above issues resulted in a positive 

experience for all.  

 

The participants’ experiences also caused strong feelings to emerge in me throughout data 

collection, such as anger, frustration, injustice, powerlessness, worry, anxiety and 

sadness, and this challenged my position as researcher (Duvell et al., 2010; Jacobsen & 

Landau, 2003; Vervliet et al., 2015). However, Vervliet and colleagues (2015) assert that 

this is a natural process and it is necessary to be open to these feelings as a professional; 

channelling my emotions was pivotal to help avoid exceeding the boundaries of 

responsibility or feeling that improving the situations of participants was all my 

responsibility. After interviews I used self-reflection and discussion with supervisors and 

friends (careful to mind particulars in order to respect the privacy and confidentiality of 

participants) to help to process and work through my feelings. The stories of injustice 

experienced by young people with legitimate claims for protection, and who are ideal 

members of our communities, provided continual motivation to share their experiences 

and identify ways in which we can improve the way we support future UAMs so that the 

greatest number grow up well and achieve positive outcomes.  

 

Conclusion  
 

This chapter has outlined the thesis design, data collection procedures, data analysis 

processes and how ethical issues were dealth with. Utilising a qualitative methodology 

and a constructivist paradigm, data were collected through in-depth, semi-structured 

interviews with former UAMs and range of key-informant service providers. The 

inclusion of these two populations is necessary to answer the research questions and 

provide multiple standpoints about the processes that can facilitate resilience of UAMs. 

The use of thematic analysis and systematic coding schemes enabled the identification of 

patterns across the dataset relevant to the research questions. Ethical issues relevant to 

these two participant groups were discussed in relation to both procedural and practical 

ethics, with attention given to several “ethically important moments” experienced during 

the research process. The strengths and limitations of the research design were also 

discussed, noting that the limitations can be minimised through careful reflection of the 
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role on the researcher in shaping the way participants voices are interpreted and reported. 

Considering this, I offered a reflective discussion of how my identity, social position, 

beliefs and values influenced this research and the ways in which the authenticity of the 

voices of participants were carefully preserved.  
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Chapter 5: Findings 
 

Four themes were identified from analysis of interview data with former UAMs and 

service providers: Distal Decisions, Connection, Education and Identity. These themes 

relate to the most significant factors that influenced the resilience of UAMs; that is, their 

ability to cope and do well in a context of ongoing challenges and stressors, and to engage 

in the dual processes of navigation and negotiation for, resources that sustain wellbeing 

and facilitate positive outcomes. This chapter will address each theme in turn, with sub-

themes that address the main features, processes and experiences of that theme. Whilst 

each theme is conceptually distinct, they are interrelated and mutually supportive and as 

such, links will be made between each theme throughout the chapter. With the exception 

of Distal Decisions, only those factors found to be promotive of resilience will be 

discussed. Overall, in this this chapter I argue that resilience was an interactive process 

that became more powerful when UAMs had a strong sense of purpose and their informal 

and formal social networks are proactive in providing support and connecting them to 

resources and opportunities that were meaningful and relevant. However, the potential 

for this to occur is undermined by punitive Distal Decisions (Government legislation and 

policies) that placed barriers to accessing resources and meaningful and permanent 

settlement. In this context, the impetus for service providers to identify alternative 

pathways and facilitate access to resources becomes critical to successful transition to 

independence, sustained resilience and positive outcomes.  

 

Theme 1: Distal Decisions 
 

Distal Decisions made by the Immigration Department impacted the lives of UAMs, and 

in recent years those impacts have become increasingly harmful. These decisions were 

‘distal’ because they were far removed from UAMs and their proximal microsystems. 

However, this should not be interpreted as establishing causal pathways as in the positivist 

tradition, but rather to signal that forces at the macro-ecological level, particularly policy, 

shaped UAM participants’ everyday experiences of, and access to various institutions 

(Bottrell & Armstrong, 2012). This draws on Bottrell’s (2009b) argument for a social 

theory of resilience that critiques the individual-level focus that reflects the logic of 

positivist, quantitative research and which has dominated the field of resilience research. 

In the context of UAMs in Australia, whose rights, entitlements and ability to access 

important resources are largely determined by government policy, Distal Decisions were 



 102 

identified as being a key theme that was central to understanding the resilience pathways 

of UAMs.   

 

As noted in the literature review, since the Howard Government (1996-2007), successive 

Australian governments have contributed to and shaped anti-asylum seeker (or more 

specifically, anti-‘boat people’) discourses in political, media and public debate (Klocker 

& Dunn, 2003; Rane, Ewart, & Martinkus, 2014). This hostility has translated into 

increasingly punitive laws and interpretation of these laws and policies. In this theme I 

will discuss how anti-asylum seeker discourse and systemic discrimination relating to 

citizenship and family reunion negatively impacted both UAMs and service providers. 

How and why visa status was ‘the big issue’ at the centre of UAMs’ most significant 

challenges will then be discussed, followed by discussion of the Code of Behaviour for 

UAMs in community detention. Attention will then turn to how government contracts 

determine the parameters of service provision, with particular focus on contractual 

obligations, funding for “meaningful engagement” and the determination of 

accommodation and care providers. Finally, the issues related to guardianship 

arrangements will be explored. In this theme I demonstrate show how “the government 

itself, in its various arms, is their risk factor” (S26, counsellor-advocate).  

 

Anti-asylum seeker discourse  

 

UAMs were aware of negative discourses around boat people and this fostered feelings 

of fear, apprehension and “otherness”. For instance, P12 explained, “I was really, really 

hurt about when I was watching TV and Peter Dutton was talking about refugees as being 

illiterate and taking Australian jobs”19. P12 rejected this representation and asserted, 

“many refugees and asylum seekers they were like really, really successful people. They 

have done very well in Australia.” P2 and P5 talked about the multiple disadvantages 

faced by refugees in settlement, which were compounded by anti- asylum seeker attitudes. 

 

I was in this…bad situation. On top of that…I see all these criticise 

on Islam and Muslim and then Pauline Hanson and Jackie Lambie, 

you know, using bad words on refugees, calling refugees queue 

jumper and economic migrants. These things pressurise me, a lot, 

they pressurise my mental state because I’m already going through 

bad things. (P5) 

                                                 
19 P12 is referring to comments made by Immigration Minister on a news program on television on the 16 

May 2016 (Bourke, 2016).  
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Anti-asylum-seeker discourse also impacted workers. The announcement in 2010 that 

UAMs would be transferred from held immigration detention into community-based 

accommodation meant service providers had to quickly employ staff. S26 (national co-

ordinator) and S28 (policy officer) explained that this proved challenging, in part because 

of the impact of anti-asylum seeker discourse.  

 

…the asylum seeker debate was so politicised, so you know, the 

perceptions of boat people was negative and highly politicised, and 

some of those workers would have had those views. They may never 

have worked with this cohort, never had met an asylum seeker in 

their lives.  

 

The inexperience of staff meant some were hostile or unsympathetic to UAMs, unaware 

or dismissive of the challenges they faced, and struggled to understand their behaviour 

and needs. This will be explored further in the “Connection” theme.  

 

Systemic discrimination  

 

As “Irregular Maritime Arrivals” (IMAs), most UAMs in this study endured systemic 

discrimination that limited (or prevented) access to citizenship, family reunion, 

permanent protection, and services and resources such as education. All but one of the 

former UAM participants in this study reached Australia by boat.  

 

…people who arrived by boat are being punished at every step along 

the way. So you apply for family reunion and it's rejected because 

you arrived by boat. You apply for citizenship and it's put in a drawer 

because you arrived by boat, and not assessed. Once it is assessed, 

you're put through this extraordinarily brutal interrogation process 

about your identity, with, you know, day-long interviews, and 

accusations of fraud and things like this, even in the most 

straightforward of cases. And if you make it through that process and 

get your citizenship…you may reapply for family reunion or reunion 

with your partner, but you are then again subjected to a very difficult 

process that will challenge the identity of your family and…we’re 

experiencing more and more ultimately leads to rejection of the 

application. (S21, lawyer) 

 

Citizenship 

 

One of the major injustices faced by UAMs was delayed assessment of citizenship 

applications. Of the four former UAMs who had permanent residence, two had applied 
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for citizenship but their applications had not progressed. P12 lamented “I applied for it 

like over two years ago and I haven't heard anything back.”  Two teachers (S22 and S23) 

noted that some students faced the same situation. When I raised these experiences with 

two lawyers (S20 and S21) who worked with UAMs, they explained that this was 

standard practice.  

 

Essentially, they categorise everyone who arrived by boat as a 

complex case…they overtly put them in a drawer. So we ran a case 

about this last year…the Department through the court process had 

to disclose that they literally had a complex case drawer that these 

applications were sitting in, and they were not being dealt with. 

(S21)  

 

S21 notes, “we won that case. So it was decided that there were unreasonable delays by 

the Department…that hasn't been translated to the department operating faster, more 

efficiently.” If UAMs’ citizenship applications are assessed, they face intense scrutiny, 

inflexible consideration of identity documents and increasingly rigid standards of the 

Immigration Department. In the past there were the same requirements to prove your 

identity, S22 explained that,  

 

…the officers on the ground making those decisions would’ve taken 

into account the context in which you arrived in Australia…and the 

context in…which documents are produced in your home country, 

in a more favourable way. But now they’re applying the rules in a 

punitive way, at a very minute level.  

 

S22 explained that “a British citizen who has a birth certificate is not gonna…face the 

same problems as a person who fled Afghanistan, but they're essentially being held to the 

same standard of documentation.” P11 was frustrated: “They say, ‘bring in a birth 

certificate’, I said, ‘how am I going to produce a birth certificate now? You gave me my 

permanent residency’” adding, “they're asking from me something impossible. 

Something impossible…It’s just like a rejection.” This creates a feeling of powerlessness, 

hurt and rejection. He said, “I have done everything to deserve Australian citizenship. I 

pay tax, I work full-time, I'm a government employee now.” S26 noted that this issue 

arises in counselling as UAMs were confused and frustrated because they were required 

to provide something they could not and there was no way to resolve the issue. 

 

Applying for citizenship also threatened UAMs’ underlying protection visa. Indeed, as 

S21 (lawyer) asserts, “every process that you can go through that gives you the 

opportunity of a meaningful settlement, attracts enormous risk for your underlying visa.” 
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Grounds for cancellation include an inability to meet new identity thresholds and any 

inconsistencies in claims for protection between the initial interview and the citizenship 

interview. S21 noted, “we’ve seen notices of intention to cancel based on the tiniest of 

information.” In the past inconsistencies “would be put down to the experience of trauma, 

issues with translating dates, you know, memory issues and things like that, of a very 

insignificant nature. But this process is treating them as if they're the most significant 

deceptions” (S21). Thus, citizenship is a fraught and gruelling process and UAMs have 

to decide whether it is worth the risk. S20 and S21 noted that for some UAMs the 

citizenship process, after years of hard work and contribution, is the final hurdle that 

proved too much to cope with and led to severe mental health issues.  

 

Denial of family reunion  

 

Family reunion was an important goal as each of the UAMs in this study wanted to bring 

their families to safety in Australia. Only one was successful (his family was brought in 

2000, before immigration law was changed20), and this will be discussed further under 

the “Connection” theme. Family members living amidst constant danger caused UAMs 

fear and anxiety.  

 

I have goals but the first one, I just want my family here…I want to 

see my sister go to school here…and I want my mum to feel 

comfortable here, you know, without any shooting like in 

Afghanistan…when I call my mum they are always like, saying 

about many accident in Afghanistan, like someone…it’s really hard, 

you know? (P8) 

 

S20, S21 (lawyers) and S34 (program manager) explained that prior to 13 August 2012, 

when PPVs were granted, family reunion for unaccompanied minors was a 

straightforward process with “relatively minimal involvement from a migration agent or 

lawyer” (S21). However, S20 noted, “the regulations changed since then…and it's much 

harder, I would say near impossible for boat arrivals to get their family visas approved.” 

She added that legislation made judicial reviews to challenge visa refusals “very difficult.  

And it really often comes down to the discretion of the decision maker and their view on 

what is in the best interests of the Australian community.” P12’s application for family 

reunion was rejected and created a feeling of powerlessness, “I’ve applied for family 

                                                 
20 Refer to the section “Legislation and Policy Context” in Chapter 2 for information about changes to 

immigration law, including the removal of the possibility of family reunion for temporary visa holders.  



 106 

reunion and then after waiting three years they reject it…But, I can't do anything about 

it. I just feel like so support-less in that regard.” S21 commented she and S20 “are now 

starting to focus more heavily on court review of refused applications…there is 

unprecedented levels of refusals, for what would ordinarily be quite straightforward 

family reunion cases, particularly for families from Afghanistan.” For S34, this was an 

extremely concerning development with ramifications for UAMs outcomes, as family 

reunion was a significant predictor of settlement success and was “both cruel and a 

horrendous abdication of the Minister as guardian.”  

 

Impact of systemic discrimination 

 

The changes to citizenship and family reunion for IMAs has placed increased strain on 

legal services and pro-bono lawyers. In addition to the reduced chance for success, S21 

(lawyer) noted “the processes are now far more labour-intensive than they ever were”. 

She noted that because she worked for a large corporate firm, she was able to spend “tens 

and tens of hours on detailed submissions on the most minute details of people’s cases” 

but that this would not be possible at a Community Legal Centre where there is huge 

demand for legal assistance (CLC). S20 (lawyer) noted that UAMs are unable to pay the 

enormous cost of legal fees, which would total $100,000 - $150,000. Pro bono and CLCs 

are thus essential for ensuring UAMs have legal assistance with their applications, 

without which “the slim chance of success becomes even slimmer” (S21). Because of this 

need and UAMs’ particular vulnerability, lawyers working for corporate firms, Legal 

Aid, Red Cross, Justice Connect, the Law Institute of Victoria and some CLC’s formed 

the Unaccompanied Minors Consortium. 

 

For most, seeking asylum in Australia was about finding safety, opportunities for a better 

future, supporting their families and bringing them to Australia. That each of these goals 

were frustrated by government regulations and policies meant UAMs were prevented 

from ‘fulfilling their purpose’ and ruptured their ability to “create coherent biographical 

narratives that reconcile the past with a positive imagined future” (Devenney 2017, 1313). 

S26 explained that stricter requirements for family reunion, after having gone through the 

refugee application process, can be highly distressing for UAMs.  

 

So that was a reopening of that application process, which was 

terribly traumatic for some of the unaccompanied minor kids… that 

sort of dashing of your hopes but also a demand that you produce the 



 107 

goods and you're responsible for that application, whether it's gonna 

succeed or not and it's a lot of pressure. And then kind of confusion 

on the family end, parent-end, often. So trying to do that long 

distance was very difficult. And then since then most of them have 

had utter silence on those applications. One has had a rejection…he 

has ceased all counselling. He’s nixed everything. He's just pulled 

the pin on every support agency (S26, counsellor-advocate). 

 

S20 and S21 asserted that citizenship and family reunion process had negative impacts 

on resilience and wellbeing, recalling UAMs “who I would previously have put in the 

‘absolutely resilient, can survive anything’ basket, and now…it’s essentially worn them 

down” (S20).  

 

Visa status  

 

The Immigration Department determined the outcome of UAMs’ visa applications, 

directly impacting their lives to a significant degree. Visa status determined the length of 

their protection in Australia, their access to higher education, welfare, and health care and 

social services. The breakdown of participants’ categories are detailed in Table 7, below. 

From 2012, permanent protection was no longer possible for IMAs granted refugee status. 

As a result, eight former UAMs were on a form of temporary visa and their futures 

remained uncertain and insecure.  

 

Table 8: Former UAM Participant's Visa Status' 

Visa Status Number of participants 

Citizenship 3 

Permanent Protection Visa (PPV, subclass 866) 5 

Safe Haven Enterprise Visa (SHEV, subclass 790) 1 

Temporary Protection Visa (subclass 785) 3 

Bridging Visa E (subclass 051) 4 

 

Five UAMs described feelings of happiness, relief and security when they received a 

PPV. For instance, P2 described feeling “a sense of relief that at least we have saved our 

lives, we know we are on permanent visa now.” However, P2 had to fight for his visa in 

the Refugee Review Tribunal (RRT).  
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…my application for Permanent Protection Visa was 

rejected…They didn’t call me even for interview, to approve my 

case. And they send me a rejection letter…at that time luckily we 

had RRT so I went to Refugee Review Tribunal, otherwise I just be 

put on the plane and sent back, you know?  

 

P2 said “this threat was on our neck” from government that they would “give you $1000 

and your free ticket. Otherwise we’ll forcefully send you back.” P2’s case highlights the 

importance of the RRT (now called the Administrative Appeals Tribunal, AAT) in 

ensuring protection is granted when applications have been unjustly rejected. Receiving 

PR does not necessarily provide an enduring sense of security however, as P11 explained, 

“I don’t have enough freedom. I cannot open my mouth. If I say something, I fear 

Immigration Department, they might cancel my visa. Peter Dutton, he’s a despot.” 

Further, P11 said, “I still don’t rule out the possibility of being sent back to detention. 

You might think of it as a traumatic, my reaction…Might feel that I'm exaggerating, but 

honestly, I don’t feel ruling out, being sent back to detention, in a very harsh 

surrounding.” Until citizenship has been granted there remains enduring fear that their 

visa will be revoked. 

 

Five former UAMs been on a BVE for four to six years at the time of interview and they 

were stressed and anxious about their future. P10 explained that while he was ‘safe’ and 

found stable employment, Australia ‘kills’ asylum seekers indirectly by creating the 

conditions for continued insecurity and hopelessness.  

 

In Pakistan, I remember like more than 50 of my best friend…they 

were killed in front of our eyes...there was dead body in our street. 

And we were like hopeless and we could do nothing there. And it's 

the same here. It's not like they don't kill directly, it's like sort of 

indirectly. Every day, you have to go through this…when I wake up 

in the morning, I say like, "Oh, what happened with my visa?”21 

 

UAMs with temporary or bridging visas felt their futures were restricted and their 

aspirations contingent and tentative. As P10 says, “I have many plans for myself, but sort 

of like all of them are like half, half, half because my visa”.  

 

                                                 
21 I did not seek further information in order to ‘corroborate’ or learn more details about the attacks, unless 

the young person offered those details unprompted as it would be unethical and outside the focus of my 

thesis. However Human Rights Watch, (2011, 2012) have noted that Shia Muslims, mostly Hazaras, have 

been attacked by Sunni extremist groups in Pakistan around the timeframe that this event occurred.  
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The Fast Track process and the 1 October 2017 deadline for the Legacy Caseload also 

caused significant stress. At the time of our interview, P8 had been on a waiting list for 

legal assistance for over six months. He was intensely anxious about meeting the 

deadline: “It’s not good, I’m just so worried, yeah, so much tension about visa, so I’m 

still on a bridging visa four years.” P8 was struggling, and he explained that his fear and 

anxiety meant he was unable to do anything but focus on his visa and so remained 

unemployed, without study pathways (which were very limited in any case) and limited 

social networks (particularly bridging and linking relationships). When asked if he was 

interested in finding work, he said “I have friends they asked me to work but…I’m just 

worry about the big things, it’s like the important things, the visa, when I get my visa…I 

will somewhere work.” In this case, the stress and anxiety significantly impacted his 

functioning.  

 

Former UAMs experienced a profound sense of insecurity, fear and anxiety while 

awaiting the outcome of their application for refugee status. P13 talked about his struggles 

with mental health and the stress he felt trying to overcome the barriers to accessing the 

resources he needed, and the continuing insecurity he felt: “it’s took five years just, just, 

just get my five years visa [SHEV]. Not permanent…you can see is my hand is 

shaking…It wasn't like this.” He showed me his trembling hands several times during the 

interview. For some UAMs with temporary visas, their futures were considered with a 

sense of foreboding. 

 

...like my feeling says worse, worse to come 'cause this temporary 

visa is for three years. I have to apply for SHEV visa…I've already 

heard like most of the people get rejected without any reason...the 

feeling is like if I got rejected or if I apply...I will go to bridging visa 

again. There won't be like work rights. Study rights. So, I will be 

like, disable again. (P10) 

 

Whilst the SHEV provides protection for five years, the opportunity to further their 

education as well as access Medicare, Centrelink, job matching and short-term torture 

and trauma counselling, it also carried significant risks. P13 said his SHEV was “still 

brand new” after five years on a Bridging Visa. He said, “before, I wasn’t feel good. Lots 

of stress, but this one just gives me a little bit of hope to, yes, I, I belong”. However, “they 

put us in very tough things like lots of strict rules to do.” He continued, “I still not actual 

free. Like live wherever you want, or do whatever you what, study or work or whatever.” 

S19 (program manager) cautioned that the requirement to work in a regional town may 
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prevent UAMs from meeting the ‘SHEV pathway requirements’ needed for another visa 

to be granted.  

 

…the ramifications are moving regionally to…a rural area where 

you may not have the supports, to, to meet the requirements. So, and 

it's the anxiety about ‘do I or don't I?’ You know? If I don't, what 

does that mean? Does it mean, will I be granted another SHEV?  

 

The SHEV requirements are such that the refugee relinquishes their refugee status, and 

to remain in Australia they must meet not only the SHEV pathway requirements, but also 

the standards for permanent residency that apply to any migrant. S30 (youth worker) 

expressed concern that UAMs apply for SHEVs due to the immediate opportunities it 

provides, but “it’s gonna bite them in the ass when the five years is up and then they can't 

stay.” This speaks to having to prioritise immediate versus long-term goals. As S30 noted, 

“for the guys to be able to start working and send money home or to be able to get into 

education, I think it's huge” but that at the end of the day, “I don't think it's a very tangible 

outcome”. Whilst the SHEV provided a reprieve of sorts, it came with conditions and 

requirements that meant they still lacked freedom and a secure sense of belonging in 

Australia and which ultimately placed them at heightened risk of being deported.  

 

Code of Behaviour  

 

On 1 February 2014, the Code of Behaviour for BVE holders came into effect (see 

Appendix 2 for a copy of the code). Service providers gave insight into the practice of re-

detention and how the threat loomed large in the lives of UAMs. S34 (program manager) 

asserted that “the most significant difference between the people we were working with, 

the unaccompanied humanitarian minors, and young people in community detention, is 

that the young people in community detention, there was always this foreboding threat in 

the background of re-detention.” He explained the way UAMs were re-detained was 

reminiscent of practices in their homelands.  

 

…the process of their re-detention was horrible. Again, we had the 

Australian Federal Police staking out some of our community 

detention residential care homes overnight, trying to wait until they 

knew that the person that they wanted to re-detain was there, and 

then they'd just walk in and re-detain them, and they'd be dragged 

off in the dead of night to an unknown location. 

 

S17 (youth worker) described the Code of Behaviour as “double punishment” because 

UAMs already had to obey laws but now faced additional punishment. He recalled 
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extremely concerning instances where UAMs were re-detained “without even saying 

goodbye, without coming and getting their clothes and they were just not even notifying 

their case workers or us why they were being sent.” Only one of the UAMs interviewed 

discussed re-detention. P13 said that two boys from his community house were re-

detained and as a result “I very scared of police. I don't know why. I just scare.” The 

examples provided by service providers and P13 are alarming and clearly demonstrate 

the harmfulness of this policy.  

 

Parameters of service provision  

 

Contractual obligations  

 

Service providers working in different programs consistently identified their contractual 

obligations as being a barrier to effective, efficient and responsive support. Criticisms 

included tight time frames for conducting care plans and the inflexibility of funding for 

‘meaningful engagement’. S27 (national coordinator) explained that this impacted their 

ability to be flexible and responsive to UAMs.   

 

The Department of Immigration had a care plan that had to be 

completed…I think there was some really tight time frames…I think 

caseworkers would have liked to have had more time to sit and get 

to know the young person and develop that relationship first, before 

they started mapping out their next 12 months of what they would 

be doing…it meant you put the care planning at that point, and that 

you got your funding for the next 12 months or next six months for 

that young person, so there was less flexibility once it was in to 

change. 

 

As will be explored in the theme “Connection”, the quality of support provided to UAMs 

is enhanced when caseworkers connected with young people and proactively linked to 

resources and opportunities that are meaningful and relevant to them. Both of these 

processes were often undermined by Immigration Department contracts. However, these 

challenges were not shared by all service providers. S34 (program manager) worked for 

a different program with contract that allowed greater flexibility and responsiveness.  

 

We had an initial...on arrival assessment form that we developed, but 

that we were required by the funding agreement for Immigration 

Department to do on arrival assessment…but we also made it really 

clear with the young people that we were gonna ask them a whole 

lot of questions. It was absolutely their right to decide what they 
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wanted to tell us and what they didn't wanna tell us, and that we 

would be checking in and asking them probably similar questions 

three months down the track or six months down the track, because 

they might…feel like yes, they can trust us, and they're prepared to 

answer those questions more fully. 

 

A flexible contract that did not lock UAMs into a funded activity would be better able to 

respond to their needs and interests as they change over time and as they settled and 

developed a relationship with their caseworker.  

 

Workers felt constrained by government policies and contracts that conflicted with their 

agency’s mission. When I asked S31 (community detention team leader) what the biggest 

barriers to effective service provision were, she quickly responded, “policy and the 

Department of Immigration contract…the restrictions around the contract. That was 

easy.” S32 (caseworker) agreed that the major barrier was compliance with government 

contracts. S31 also noted, “re-establishing a sense of safety and control is really important 

for people…and sometimes that is challenged by the policy context and the contract” 

where “there’s so much which is not within their choice or control.” Moreover, the new 

Status Resolution Support Services (SRSS) model had significantly impacted 

bureaucratic requirements and the restructured and reduced the level and type of support 

available to UAMs. S31 and S32 noted in their workplace, the pre-SRSS model was 

referred to as “the good days” because, 

 

S31: We're working in a much more punitive policy environment 

these days, and I think that the model, the Status Resolution 

Support Services model, overall…it’s more under-

resourced... It's very different, the way that everything's 

structured. So, for us, I think both [S32] and I, and people 

who probably prefer the more intensive casework ...  

S32: Yes. Casework, yeah, it was more casework than now, I 

think.  

S31: …we look back on it with kind of rose-colored glasses…we 

were in a space where we were able to get outcomes for 

clients that we aren't able to get now. 

 

Service provider participants also noted that co-ordinated advocacy led to pilots (and later 

programs) developed to respond to an unmet need. As S19 (program manager) explained, 

“so basically, the program conceptually came about through the advocacy and what 

[redacted] staff and management was seeing on the ground” which was “numbers of 

young people who were arriving unaccompanied and who were falling through the cracks 

and really needed a comprehensive service response.” S28 (policy officer), who had 
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worked in the same program, added that in the context of reduced UAMs in the 

community, “there wasn’t the need in terms of numbers, but there still was a need.” This 

demonstrates that meeting the needs of UAMs (a small but vulnerable cohort with 

distinctive needs) required the co-ordinated and proactive efforts by service providers.  

 

Funding for meaningful engagement  

 

The Department of Immigration also influenced resilience processes through funding for 

‘meaningful engagement’. Caseworkers and program managers described the difficulty 

and inconsistency of getting approval and funding for activities that UAMs found 

meaningful. The constantly changing nature of immigration policy (and its interpretation) 

meant caseworkers were reluctant to inform UAMs of the services and recreation 

opportunities available as they could change and it was more detrimental to the young 

person to then lose access to an activity they thought they could utilise. S28 explained,  

 

…something as simple as swimming lessons, for example, might be 

available to one young person in one program, and not to another. 

And it might have been because of where they were, it ends up being 

available…sometimes you just got a different answer from the 

Department, so the policy itself was set, but the interpretation of that 

changed. So that just meant that case workers found it really 

challenging to support the young people the way they needed to be 

supported…it was really challenging to actually get the 

financial…approval from the Department. 

 

The Department of Immigration also determined bureaucratic processes, which in some 

cases formed an additional barrier to accessing meaningful activities. 

 

…the bureaucracy of the invoicing was just nightmarish, so we had 

to have separate cost codes for every line item, so if we got $45 to 

buy a painting easel for a particular client, we couldn't spend $47 

and we couldn't spend $44…Now, certainly with the early days of 

the [redacted] Program, the funding was…much more responsive 

and flexible in respect to the needs of the young person. So we had 

the budget and we could make the decisions about what we were 

gonna spend that money on. We needed to still acquit it to the 

Department…but the funding was much more flexible. (S34, 

program manager) 

 

The information provided by caseworkers and program managers suggests that where 

funding was flexible and responsive to the needs of UAMs, it not only reduced time spent 

on bureaucratic and administrative tasks but also made it easier for caseworkers to 
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connect UAMs to activities they enjoy and find meaningful, and which also enhanced 

their wellbeing.  

 

Accommodation and care providers  

 

Most of the UAMs in this study had experienced residential care (either community 

detention or a residential care facility for UHMs) and six had also experienced living in 

a home-based placement with an approved carer. With regards to community detention, 

service providers acknowledged that the Immigration Department collaborated with them 

to ensure UAMs were in suitable placements with others of the same background and 

maintained prior peer relationships. S31 (community detention team leader) said, “we did 

have challenges with getting things approved…at the same time, they were really quite 

open to what the needs of the young people were.” S28 (policy officer) noted that the 

Department was grappling with their legal responsibilities to UAMs on a scale they had 

not before, and that “young people were literally in administrative detention, so they had 

strict requirements around where they could stay overnight, the permissions they needed 

to do all of that.” Most UAMs who experienced community detention said it was a 

positive experience where they were cared for by rostered youth workers and had direct 

casework support. The way UAMs described care arrangements were largely consistent, 

with the main differences relating to the quality of the workers, the activities they were 

able to do (such as sports, volunteering or youth training programs), and their ability to 

access high school (e.g. P3’s community house22 was unable to go to school and he is 

unsure why). They all described having 24/7 workers who helped them with living skills, 

such as using public transport, shopping and cooking, and who took them to school, sports 

and appointments and on occasional outings.  

 

Two UAMs were relocated interstate to a residential care home run by a service with the 

government contract. P1 emphasised the destabilising and disruptive effect this had.  

 

I didn’t want to go there because I had already enrolled in high 

school…I had chosen my subjects. So they still sent me to Brisbane 

because they said “you can’t stay here you have to find someone to 

help you take care of you”… I spoke to one of the case workers 

here…and they find someone for me, and then it took another three 

months…to do all the background checks and stuff for it. So they 

                                                 
22 Former UAM participants referred to the houses they lived in while in community detention under 

Residence Determination as a “community house”.  
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still moved me out and send me to Brisbane…and then they 

transferred me back to Melbourne…what was the point?...I missed 

2 weeks of schooling. That was not a very good experience, and a 

lot of bureaucracy.  

 

The residential home had poor public transport access, no Internet, very little worker 

support and was a 40-minute walk from the nearest library, which had a 40 minute per 

day limit on Internet access. P1 said, “you had to do everything on your own” and that it 

was “less restrictive, less helpful as well.”  P35 raised concerns about these arrangements 

and contracts.   

 

[Service provider] set up down in Logan, because that's where the 

cheapest accommodation was. They had houses that weren't on 

public transport routes. I wrote a number of letters to the Queensland 

Child Protection Minister, saying, "It's happening in your state, on 

your watch, and, and you're doing nothing about this?” 

 

P1 was removed from the community in which he lived and formed social networks, was 

forced to miss part of year 12 and was placed in a facility with very little support or 

available resources. P12’s experience in Perth was more positive but he also found a carer 

through his social networks, so he could return to Melbourne.  

 

Guardianship  

 

Ward-status significantly impacted the services and supports UAMs could access. The 

determination of whether a UAM engaged the guardianship responsibilities of the 

Minister depended on whether they had a ‘close relative’ (sibling, aunt, uncle, 

grandparent or first cousin) and then later a ‘relative’ over the age of 21 who could assume 

responsibility for their care. S34 (program manager) noted “the effect that that had was 

to diminish the cohort of young people to whom the Minister owed guardianship 

responsibilities” but that it meant some UAMs lived with someone where “the 

relationship was incredibly distant or was characterised by no real sense of obligation on 

part of the relative…And so we saw those situations really as unsatisfactory and felt that 

the Minister should have exercised guardianship responsibilities.” S34 explained that 

wards were funded to a higher level, which included “funding around school enrolments 

or social activities for the young people, sporting activities…whereas that funding was 

either non-existent or at a significantly lower rate if the young person was conferred non-

ward status.” Non-wards also had less intensive caseworker support, as experienced by 

two former UAMs participants. P7, who was placed into the care of his 17-year-old 
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brother, noted his caseworker “would come and check on us occasionally.” P5 also lived 

with his older brother and did not recall ever having a caseworker.  

 

Guardianship arrangements were described as “messy” by a number of service providers 

in different roles, from caseworkers to national managers. S25 (national manager) 

explained that at the national level, she could see the arrangements did not work in 

practice: “the guardianship being invested in the Minister was completely inappropriate 

and even then having the delegated guardianship to the states kind of didn't really work. 

That was quite kind of messy, all the way through.” A team leader and caseworker also 

expressed frustration with guardianship arrangements. S31 (community detention team 

leader) said, “the IGOC, non-IGOC thing…God, that was really complicated”. S31 and 

S32 (caseworker) recalled the approval process for going on school camp and having to 

“submit tonnes and tonnes of useless paperwork” in order to get the consent of the 

Immigration Minister. 

 

S31: There was a lot of paperwork, just to achieve one thing. Like, for a young 

person to go on the school camp, or an excursion- 

S32: Yeah, you would have to submit like, three documents that have to be 

approved by the Minister or the [delegated] guardian. 

S31: There would be so much.  

EK:  Were there situations where, because of this, it meant that young people 

couldn't go on camp, for example? It wasn't approved? 

S31: Mm-hmm (affirmative). Yep. 

 

P33 noted that for UAMs, “the bureaucracy and the administrative was kind of harder” 

and joked that “the work with the clients was probably the least of our concern.” S32 felt 

that the bureaucratic obligations “kind of took over” her role as caseworker.  

 

Being Commonwealth wards meant UAMs had an unclear relationship with state-based 

systems, particularly child protection and education. S34 (program manager) argued that 

whilst programs were required to provide care and protection to UAMs, they were 

expected to do so without the mechanisms available for state wards.  

 

There is also an inherent tension between the Immigration 

Minister…delegating that guardianship effectively to a state-based 

authority in Victoria, but not necessarily allowing that state-based 

authority, i.e. child protection, to utilise all of the tools and 

mechanisms that that state-based child protection authority would 

have at its disposal if in fact the young person was a state child 

protection ward or on a state child protection children’s court order. 
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S34 asserted that commonwealth wards were “at a disadvantage in respect of their safety” 

because they were left unprotected by state-based child protection systems. Moreover, it 

was their relationship to the Immigration Minister that increased their vulnerability.  

 

We couldn’t make a notification in respect of them because the state 

child protection authorities wouldn’t accept a notification, because 

that would have been to impugn the Immigration Minister’s care for 

young people…we were denied the opportunity of using children’s 

court search warrants or secure welfare placements, so our suite of 

tools to try to respond to really significant self-harm and risk taking 

by these commonwealth wards was significantly diminished.  

 

Where there were concerns about immediate and significant self-harm S34 explained they 

had to rely on “informal methods” to secure the safety of UAMs.  

 

we had conversations with police where the police said “we’re 

walking a really fine line in going out and looking for these young 

people and if we find these young people and they say they ‘I’m fine, 

I don’t want to go home’” then, you know, the police would often 

say they had no powers to forcibly return a young person to their 

placement.  

 

When I met with S19 (program manager) for our morning interview she was harried and 

stressed because a UAM had absconded from placement and disappeared, and a search 

party had spent hours locating and then returning him to safety.  

 

Theme 2: Connection 
 

It was the power of connection to others, whether adults or peers, formal or informal 

relationships, that made the most significant difference to the outcomes for the former 

UAMs in this study. It is the interaction of the UAM with their linking, bonding and 

bridging relationships that led to accessing psychological, social, cultural, physical and 

educational resources that sustained UAMs’ wellbeing. Thus, connection relates to both 

the human connection to others as well as connection to resources. This theme will 

explore the dual nature of connection in relation to service providers, carers, adults in the 

community, friends and family. Service providers will be discussed first and it will be 

shown that the onus is on workers to “find a way in” to connect with UAMs. What UAMs 

want from service providers will also be discussed, namely to “go slow, be human, build 

trust”, explain and inform, listen and bear witness and to connect to meaningful and 

relevant resources. The importance of carers, adults in the community, friends and family 
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for the provision of emotional support and supporting adjustment to life in Australia will 

be explored in turn.  

 

Service providers  

 

“The onus is on you to connect” 

 

High quality support was predicated on the ability of workers to connect and built trust 

with the young person. S30 (youth worker) emphasised that as workers, “the onus is on 

you to create ways to find the way in”. For instance, he sought out information about 

Afghanistan and its culture and languages, and learned to cook some popular dishes, such 

as Biryani: “I learned how to make that before I met the guys so we could just have fun 

and bond on cooking.” For S31 (community detention team leader), the ability to connect 

with young people and build relationships was the most important attribute when hiring 

staff.  

 

…if someone doesn't have the heart for the work, then the client is 

gonna feel that. So I think people…need to be able to build 

relationships. People need to be able to be present. People need to be 

able to be empathetic, and care, and a client needs to, to know that 

that's real and that's genuine…the quality of the relationship has the 

greatest kinda impact on how the work goes…And 

look…[organisation] would say that we work from a strengths-based 

approach. I, myself, think that's important in some circumstances, 

but I, I don't think it's the most important, thing, actually. I think it's 

more important, the relationship and that people felt heard and 

valued and respected.  

 

This is supported by the present study and forms the central thrust of the Connection 

theme. Former UAM participants appreciated workers who were proactive, empathised, 

listened and cared about them, and felt that they received higher quality and more 

individualised support when workers did so. What UAMs wanted from workers 

corresponded with ways in which to connect with them, and these will be explored below.   

 

Go slowly, be human, build trust  

 

When working with a service provider, such as a caseworker, residential care worker or 

counsellor, UAMs preferred an approach that can be summarised as ‘go slowly, be human 

and build trust’. UAMs’ trust issues resulted from experiences in their home countries, 
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scepticism of intentions (e.g. support workers informing the Immigration Department, 

making money) and from being disappointed by service providers in Australia. S26 

(counsellor-advocate) commented that trust issues often arose in counselling sessions: 

“for some of the young people, it's very hard for them to trust…Like literally coming in 

and saying, ‘I don't know who to trust’”. S19, S31 and S32 believed that developing a 

trusting relationship with workers was central to meeting the needs of UAMs, and that 

this heavily rested on the skills of the worker. S29 (lawyer) and S17 (youth worker) 

observed that when services were helpful, UAMs were more willing to engage with 

others.  

 

You need to engage them for a long, long time, you to build that 

relationship and that trust, and then you help them through that 

process, go see a counsellor, get the result, talk to them, do a debrief 

because that builds up that confidence, that builds up that capacity 

that then "okay this is how it works in Australia…these are the places 

that I can go, and they can actually help me”…these service 

providers are something totally new. It never existed in their country, 

you know? Especially around mental health. So there's a sense of 

mistrust, you know, when you have a sense of mistrust from the 

government, when you are not happy with the caseworker…it leads 

to you mistrusting other service providers. (S17) 

 

Being sincere and “more human” was important for building trust. P11 said he preferred, 

“just taking it slowly…don’t ask everything. ‘How did you come to Australia?’ Bring it 

up slowly.” He explained that “it’s sincere, kind gestures…Just to understand them and 

trying to connect.” As an example of this, he described an African-American youth 

worker in community detention who called the boys “brother”, talked to them “about his 

worries or his culture…So we became friends and he was very entertaining. And there 

was this Sri Lankan guy. He was very funny as well. We could really connect with him.” 

When I asked whether he found it easier to connect with multicultural workers who may 

have had similar experiences, he responded they were “more human, you know what I 

mean?”. S30 (youth worker) similarly expressed the need to be “more human” with 

UAMs.  

 

I just think like just the human side of things, you know, just we 

could be more human…I mean they had all checker box of things. 

… All those things were asked and all those things were checked off. 

Just the genuineness behind it and the humanness of it needed to be 

added to actually create the relationship for them to feel open enough 

to communicate, you know?  
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The more reciprocal and less distant relationship preferred by UAMs may be 

uncomfortable for some workers, particularly caseworkers.   

 

I'd say one of the big issues with this client group actually was 

boundaries…I used to hear issues relatively regularly where…the 

unaccompanied minors, kind of, wouldn't get the role of the 

caseworker because they hadn't had that experience in their country 

of origin…So the boundary issues were actually quite tricky. So that 

requires supervision of the caseworkers who are often young and 

relatively inexperienced, you know, as well as the young person 

trying to understand it. (S25, national manager) 

 

It appears as though there is tension between the type of relationships UAMs wanted and 

the professional boundaries of social workers. However, S30 asserted that workers can 

be “more human” within the limits of their role and that it leads to better outcomes.  

 

…sharing a bit of yourselves…obviously not crossing any 

boundaries, but sharing the life experience, you know. Humans meet 

humans, connect and when you meet on that level, everything is 

whole lot easier.  

 

That UAMs are searching for these types of relationships highlights the importance of 

developing their social networks beyond the linking social capital of service providers to 

include both bridging and bonding relationships with adults and peers in the community. 

 

As discussed above, contractual obligations required caseworkers to complete case plans 

quickly. Contrasting with P11’s wish for workers to “go slowly, don’t ask everything at 

once”, S32 (caseworker) described a process where caseworkers asked many questions 

straight away.  

 

So the first thing, I would go and meet with the boys and do needs 

assessment and talk to them on what their expectations, what they 

like to do, what, what are their strengths, what they used to do back 

in their country, if they're happy to stay in the house…if they have 

any concerns about sharing the house, all the religious 

considerations as well. So, yeah establish sort of on this first day was 

really important.  

 

Requiring such answers so quickly, before rapport was established, may mean the young 

person does not feel comfortable and may be confused about what they want and need in 

this new context. Indeed, whilst it is important for initial needs assessments be conducted, 

its relevance and responsiveness would be enhanced by Immigration Department 

contracts with longer timeframes for submitting case plans.  
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Explain and inform 

 

UAMs needed workers to explain Australian systems, the services available (and how 

they can help), volunteering and recreation opportunities, as well as career and education 

pathways. P7 reflected, “there was no guidance for…it would have been good for us to 

know what the services that were available for us.” Others were satisfied with 

explanations and information given by caseworkers. P9 said his caseworker, “explained 

me these are services that we are linked to” where he could seek help. S17 (youth worker) 

asserted it was important to provide options and explain the barriers to accessing certain 

resources and the alternative pathways available. S19 (program manager) noted that in 

her program, caseworkers arranged education on particular topics, such as rental tenancy, 

in order to develop their ability “to navigate those systems” in independence.  

 

…if we find that a young man is sort of, you know, disrespectful to 

women or…we suspect they might be driving a car, then we will 

liaise with say the police to get them in to do some education…We 

might get a real estate agent to come in to provide information on 

tenancy and those sorts of things. So it’s not only about referral, it's 

about education as well.  

 

S26 (counsellor-advocate) cautioned against only providing UAMs information, because 

they also needed practical help. She referred many clients to services, but they often 

returned disappointed and still in need of assistance.  

 

Everybody gives those kids information only…But practical help? 

So someone might do their resume, but they may not. They might 

just give them information about resumes. And then they say, "But I 

don't have a computer. I only have a phone. How can I make it?” 

Right? So keep coming back with their practical problems…I will 

get requests for really basic, practical things. So there's no case 

manager. Once they turn 18, there’s no one to ask. 

 

S26’s comment also highlights the importance of adequately preparing UAMs to 

transition to independence, which includes computer and English literacy and securing 

housing, employment and education as well as navigating to health-promoting resources 

and opportunities to develop their skills at a time when they have reduced support.  

 

Listen and bear witness  
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UAM participants appreciated when caring adults would listen and “bear witness”, letting 

them express their grief, loss, frustration and despair. P11 developed a close friendship 

with an older woman who offered this type of support.  

 

What works is just to be there, just to be sincere, just to listen. Just 

to let someone be themselves in your presence. You know what I 

mean?…She was sincere, honest, and very understanding. She never 

assumed that she felt my pain. She never assumed that she 

understood what I was going through…She was there just, just to 

meet with me, just to let me, let me talk.  

 

S31 (community detention team leader), who previously worked as a clinical 

psychologist with UAMs, also discussed the importance of “bearing witness” for UAMs 

in challenging circumstances.  

 

…we can't resolve the visa issue…we don't have any magic wand to 

wave to kind of make things infinitely better for people, there is still 

so much importance and value in sitting with someone and listening, 

…there’s things like, narrative kind of approaches around bearing 

witness, and walking that journey with people in really difficult 

times, and being the person that shows them compassion and 

understanding and humanity in this part of their journey, I think, is 

fundamentally important…but it’s certainly difficult. 

 

Bearing witness is a useful tool when working with UAMs, as service providers have 

little control over their most significant challenges that result from structural conditions 

determined by the government. As hinted at, such approaches can be demanding and 

emotionally taxing for workers (Nelson, Price and Zubrzycki 2017) and as such, training, 

debriefing and supervision are important.  

 

Connect to opportunities and resources 

 

The UAMs in this study were motivated by a strong sense of purpose but due to their 

vulnerability needed the support of proactive adults who facilitated access to 

opportunities that moved them towards their goals and opened up further connections and 

resources. The most ‘resilient’ of the former UAMs interviewed consistently had people 

(primarily caseworkers) in their social network who helped guide, support and connect 

them to meaningful resources to help them achieve positive outcomes. S31 (community 

detention team leader) asserted that meaningful engagement was the most consistent 

factor she observed as contributing to UAMs doing well in Australia. This process 
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became more powerful when adults (whether formal service providers or informal 

relationships) established a connection with the young person, allowing greater insight 

into who they were as individuals, their strengths, interests, goals and unique challenges. 

This active process indicates that someone cared and believed in their potential. P1 talked 

about his positive experiences with two helpful caseworkers who took time to get to know 

him but that other caseworkers “wouldn’t spend that much time to understand…they were 

mostly interested in ticking the boxes, whereas these two, they were very supportive”. P1 

explained that because he was new to Australia and unfamiliar with the opportunities 

available, he needed caseworkers or youth workers to approach him about opportunities.  

 

I was introduced to [redacted] Council Leadership Program from my 

caseworker and then I kind of made connections with the youth 

workers there, and then if there was an opportunity in something they 

would email us…recognising, “OK this is something that interests 

you”…and then they’d approach you. Instead of you going and 

telling them, because sometimes you don’t know yourself, you’re 

new, so. I didn’t know that in Australia we had such programs called 

Leadership Programs, we don't have them in Afghanistan. 

 

This captures what this theme is about - workers being interested and engaged with the 

young person, getting to know their interests, strengths and goals and then using that to 

guide what psychological, social, cultural, physical and educational resources they 

connected them to.  

 

“Flexible and responsive” 

 

When training those who worked with UAMs, S27 (national coordinator) emphasised 

being “flexible and responsive” to achieve the best outcomes, which required greater 

awareness and sensitivity to the stressors and numerous ongoing (often unresolvable) 

challenges UAMs faced.  

 

I think the Iranian boys got a bit of a panning, you know, they were 

assertive, they were demanding…“the food, they don't like the food”, 

you know, “they don't want to do this”…that kind of frustration from 

workers…what often panned out was young people telling, "I don't 

want to be here"…Young people wanted to be with their families, 

and the level of distress, I think, and the reality of being in Australia 

was not as they had anticipated. 

 

The deep grief felt by UAMs may be ‘masked’ by assertive or demanding behaviour as 

they try to meet their needs. It is important workers are aware this behaviour may signal 
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they are struggling to cope and need more emotional support and a stronger sense of 

connection with caring adults. S27 explained that it is about “navigating that with a young 

person, allowing them to express the frustration and level of distress, guilt, shame, 

loneliness, the grief that they feel.” Indeed, this corresponds with UAMs’ wishes for 

someone to “bear witness”. Where possible, workers should identify workable solutions 

within the parameters of service provision that enabled UAMs’ to feel a sense of agency. 

S27 pointed out, “there was still a lot happening in Afghanistan at the time, which was 

incredibly difficult.” UAMs were living in a context where their families were in danger, 

they were under pressure to financially provide, bring family to Australia and faced 

barriers to education, employment and permanent protection. S27 said workers could be 

flexible and responsive by working with the young person and focusing on what they can 

do: “What can we offer, within the limitations, parameters that we have? How do we be 

with you in really difficult circumstances?”  

 

It was imperative that workers had skills to not only help UAMs cope, but also recognise 

when they were struggling. However, workers may struggle to see past challenging 

behaviours and instead decide they are ungrateful, too difficult to work with or 

underserving of their time and support over other UAMs. Indeed, S30 (youth worker) 

said one the challenges of being a youth worker was deciding, “who gets my time?”. P11 

stressed the importance of workers treating UAMs equally and recognising the traumas 

they may be carrying.  

 

And they shouldn't put any…favouritism…Because I was studying 

and I was quiet, they were nicer to me. But some of the kids, they 

were not as nice…Maybe that other kid has more problems than I 

have. Maybe he’s suffered more in his previous life back in Pakistan 

and it’s something psychological, there’s something mental going 

on.  

 

Again, understanding how to meet the needs of UAMs requires establishing a sense of 

connection, respect and trust so the young person feels they can share their struggles.  

 

S28 (policy officer) noted the importance of “managing expectations” of both young 

people and workers. Further, “how do we as organisations work with a group of young 

people and workers who've never been placed together before, and who are really 

struggling in what is a highly intense environment, to work well?” This raised two 

important points. First, that culturally competent youth practice needs to be integrated at 

an organisational and structural level and second, that developing cross-cultural skills is 
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an interactive process. This meant “explaining the service relationship too. What can we 

do, and then, coming to some agreement” (S27, national coordinator). Providing an 

explanation of service provider limitations and what they could or could not do in, and 

then negotiating a workable solution seen as empowering for UAMs. Workers also 

needed to develop cultural competence, such as supporting cultural or religious traditions 

and celebrations that were important to UAMs. P36 believed this interactive engagement 

between UAMs and workers built trust.  

 

It's part of the settlement competencies framework, was to teach 

them about Australian law, Australian customs, how not to offend 

Australians, and the really nice flip side of that was to say, "But 

you've got a role, which is that you're the expert in teaching us about 

how best to work with you, and teaching us about your culture." 

They were the two things that we did immediately, in terms of 

establishing trust.  

 

The power to influence their environment and act in ways that met their cultural needs 

(as well as learning communication skills and developing relationships) facilitates a 

positive working relationship between workers and UAMs. The examples cited above 

also demonstrate how workers can help UAMs negotiate for the resources they need in 

ways that are culturally meaningful.  

 

Carers  

 

Some UAMs lived in placements akin to foster care, including carers from their ethnic 

community and from Australia. Placements were most promotive of resilience when 

carers were proactive in providing practical, emotional and educational support. For those 

who lived with like-ethnic carers, experiences were mixed, with some provided a high 

degree of care and support and others experiencing a much more transactional 

arrangement where shelter was provided in exchange for money. For instance, P1 

commented, “…my carer here, he couldn’t speak English and all that sort of stuff, so he 

couldn’t provide me that support that I needed, I mean he was just there in terms of 

providing me a shelter and that sort of stuff.” In comparison, P3 lived in a more supportive 

environment with a family friend (referred to as a “cousin”) who he knew before coming 

to Australia. His cousin helped P3 navigate towards educational resources by showing 

him certificate courses at TAFE and “I always talked with them when I needed…support 

emotionally when I used to miss my parents back home or something”. Importantly, P3 

explained “I was feeling more like my family and it was quite good.” He moved out soon 



 126 

after turning 18 however, because his cousin lived in an inconvenient location and 

because he expected P3 to pray daily, which caused tension. The religious practices of 

UAMs will be discussed under the theme “Identity”.  

 

Four former UAM participants had lived with Australian carers (although one did so after 

he turned 18). Their experiences were overwhelmingly positive and resulted in UAMs 

developing a high level of English-speaking ability, having ‘normal’ teenage experiences, 

access to sport and recreation activities, support with school work, assistance navigating 

systems (e.g. banks, education), were taught about Australian culture and history, and 

given emotional support and encouragement. The UAMs referred to Australian carers as 

“mum” and “dad” and their children as “brothers” and “sisters”, signifying they had 

developed ‘like-family’ bonds with the family. P12 wanted to return to Melbourne after 

being transferred to a contracted service provider in Perth once he received his PPV. 

Through a friend who was living with an Australian family, he was introduced to his 

“mum” who invited him to live with her family. P12 was nervous because “I didn't know 

who these people were…But then I just fit in so well with them.” He lived with them for 

two and a half years while completing his VCE at a private secondary school, in which 

his carers enrolled him. His “dad”, a retired engineer and his “mum”, a retired English 

teacher, helped with school work and learning English. They built his confidence and 

provided encouragement; “He said to me that you do have the capabilities to go to 

university and so he motivated me a lot.” He was recently offered a graduate job and said, 

“they're taking me out for a dinner tomorrow night to celebrate”. He felt the positive 

outcomes he achieved since living with them was due to the emotional support they 

provided, which compensated for the absence of his family.   

 

I was supposed to be with my family…I need their love, I need their 

emotional support that I get from them. But unfortunately, I wasn't 

able to get that…for me personally I was lucky to meet [redacted] 

and [redacted]. They give me a lot of emotional support and 

everything. 

 

Three of the four UAMs described the Australians they lived with as “like-family” and 

all felt “lucky” to have met them.  

 

Proactive adults  

 

Adults who were not formal service providers also “made a difference” by providing a 

access to family life, emotional support and guidance. S26 (counsellor-advocate) noted 
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that “when you really map the adults in the picture, there's very few” and this was a loss 

of a critical source of support for adolescents and young adults. Such relationships are 

important for development into adulthood as they have the security of a home to return 

to and get “sustenance…both emotionally, financially and you know, sometimes 

physically…There’s someone there if you need.” As S26 stated, “that’s not gonna 

happen” for UAMs unless they are connected to families. When I commented that it 

seemed UAMs sought adults who could look after them, S26 responded: “Absolutely… 

that is the thing with the unaccompanied minors.” Some UAMs in this study met adults 

by chance who proactively tried to connect and provide support.  For example, P11 

attended a book reading when he met an elderly woman.  

 

I was just standing in a corner…She approached me. She didn't know 

I was a refugee, but later on I asked her, "why did you approach me?" 

And she said, “I don't know, because you looked lonely. So I thought 

maybe I'll just..." Yeah. So that's how we met and we got very close. 

And I'm still in touch with her.  

 

P11 reflected that “the way she worked was very effective. She was more like a kind of 

mother figure.” An important point to remember for all the helpful adults in UAMs’ lives 

is they initiated, proactively connected and provided support. 

 

Three UAMs met adults (excluding carers) who took them under their wing and 

introduced them to their families, and this fostered a sense of connectedness. P5 met a 

social worker at his school who helped him win a scholarship to a private school that 

could provide him more support. P5 was introduced to the social worker’s family and this 

had multiple positive influences on his wellbeing.  

 

I think that at that time when I got to know him and his family… that 

was helping me a lot. Because first of all it gave me the feeling that 

I am connected in this environment. And the other thing is that I am 

making friends. And another thing is that I am building confidence, 

improving my English, I can talk, and these people are good. So it’s 

more about like, connection and all these things. Yeah and that was 

helping me with my mental state and everything. 

 

At the time he was struggling with mental health (PTSD, depression and anxiety) and 

being separated from family, particularly his mother. He believed being involved in 

family life helped him cope with these challenges as well as his school work.  

 

…from nine till three I was at school and then after that I was with 

them…they used to check my assignment and talking to me… that 
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helped me a lot. And because I didn’t have time to think, and there 

were time I even forgot my mum and my family because I was busy 

with them. 

 

Spending time with a family helped P5 feel connected, reduced his sense of isolation and 

distress at being separated from his mum, which fuelled his mental health issues. Indeed, 

P5 identified feeling connected to a family as the most effective way to help him cope 

and do well, rather than seeing a psychologist. As he says, "they can't give me my mum". 

Facilitating access to families was something S25 (national manager) thought could be 

improved if UAMs were placed in community detention in the future, where “you had 

the community regularly involved and you had meals come, that were you know relevant 

for them” or if UAMs were placed in greater numbers with carers in the community. 

 

…we'd have a lot of community people who would come to us and 

say “we'd like to have the minors with us”. That's a little bit more 

fraught, but you know, if they could kind of be more integrated into 

a family that wanted to provide a bit of support. 

 

Living with families in the community was more “fraught” because the UAMs were still 

in detention, which brought with it a range of reporting obligations and conditions, but 

nevertheless involvement with families in the communities could still be supported.  

 

Friends  

 

Bonding and bridging friendships were a source of fun, emotional, educational and 

material support as well as a source of information and access to resources and 

opportunities. There were benefits to having diverse friends, including other UAMs, 

migrants and those born in Australia. Bonding relationships provided security, 

particularly for those on BVEs, as UAMs shared money, housing, food, emotional 

support and a sense of continuity in traditions and pastimes. Bridging friendships helped 

UAMs learn about Australian culture(s) and improved their English. Friends were an 

important resource for UAMs, as P9 noted, “if I need something, I usually ask my 

friends…because I had heaps of friends, so I felt more comfortable with my friends.” P1 

explained that other UAMs who had been in Australia longer taught him about “general 

life in Australia” and how to get around on public transport. When I asked P9 what helped 

him get through tough times and cope with all the challenges he faced in Australia, he 

responded,  
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Firstly, we had to get friends or get to know people who have the 

same motivation and who are very helpful…I was lucky I was able 

to get good friends, that helped me a lot to, a lot to achieve my goals 

and face those challenges.  

 

P6, P9, P12, P14 all talked about learning from their friends, including about 

opportunities, such as volunteering, youth programs and homework clubs.  

 

Family  

 

Families who remained in danger were a significant cause of stress and anxiety. P/S16 

said, “part of my mind is always there…if you see the bomb blast, they say like 20 people 

killed today in Kabul. You always know it could be one of, you know…your mind is 

always worried about your family.” One of reasons UAMs were sent from their homes in 

search of safety in Australia was to sponsor their families. Policy barriers prevented them 

from fulfilling that purpose and caused significant stress.  

 

The success will always attended by failure. The failure to live with 

my family…when I think about my mother she will grow old, one 

day. And we don’t have the same services that we have in Australia 

for them back there…what will happen to her?…So what if she dies 

a horrible death?…It will always haunt me for the rest of my life. 

(P11) 

 

UAMs had to cope with the harsh realities of life in Australia without the buffering 

support of parents. P8 said, “it was so challenging, so difficult to live here like without 

your family, like you know, when you’re a kid so you don’t know anything.” P/S16 

similarly noted, “I was so young, and I didn't have any experience as well. That was my 

first time that I left basically my family.” S31 (community detention team leader) and 

S32’s (caseworker) interaction below illustrates that because of this, UAMs became 

special clients. 

 

S31:  We used to call them the “heartstring clients”.  

S32:  You feel they're more vulnerable, so you want to support 

them, and yeah.  

S31:  Their vulnerability is greater because of their isolation, and 

their separation from family. 

 

S22 and S23 (teachers) observed that UAMs did not have the stabilising support of 

parents who could help buffer the highs and lows and cope with challenges as they arose.  
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S22: Like I'm often saying, yes, you could pass VCE…if 

everything else in your life remains stable. However, what 

we find is that people in these unsupported situations without 

family, it's a much rockier ride. Something like trouble with 

Centrelink may actually really throw them.  

S23: Oh, absolutely. Yeah.  

S22: It may mean they lose, you know, a number of days, they 

can't eat, they can't whatever…You’ve got nobody to sort of 

help you out and protect you from those real highs and the 

lows, and that's often when they just say, "I'm out."  

 

S26 (counsellor-advocate) attributed this buffering effect of parents to the provision of 

reassurance and encouragement that helped UAMs remain positive and persevere when 

they faced difficulties.  

 

They need the common, everyday reassurance that often parents give 

children. You know, "It will be all right, things will work out…okay, 

they're platitudes, but they're things that parents say to comfort 

children…there's nobody saying those things, so we have to teach 

young people to say those things for themselves. Or each other.  

 

Further, most UAMs did not divulge to their family the hardships they faced in Australia. 

Most maintained some contact their families but were often uncomfortable talking about 

it, and a couple admitted they only talked to family “every now and then”.  

 

P10:  I call my family after three months or four months. It's like 

they always ask "when you coming back?"...I can't say 

directly "I can't come back now”…I have to keep it short 

with them.  

EK:   Oh yeah? How come?  

P10:  They ask different questions 'cause people, you know, my 

community arrive in Australia, like Hazara people from 

Afghanistan and Pakistan…since 2000…So then, they go 

back to their families or relatives. Some of them got like 

businesses here. They have big job.  

EK:   So they have expectations?  

P10:  They have a perfect life, expectations. They don't 

know...what we are going through…If you tell them, 

certainly, it's like I'll take my sadness or story to my family, 

five or six there waiting, I just put them and they will start 

thinking, "Oh, my son isn’t like that," or “my brother is like 

that.”  

EK:   You don't want to worry them?  

P10:  I don't wanna worry, yeah. So, it's a big thing. 

 

This sentiment was shared by almost all of the UAMs. For instance, P11 commented, 

“only now, on occasion, I just hint, just that life’s not easy…but I don’t tell them that I 



 131 

was suicidal, or I wanted to take my life.” S21 (lawyer), S22 (lawyer) and S26 

(counsellor-advocate) were aware of this tendency to withhold much of their lives from 

their families. S26 explained that addressing this issue was part of her work with UAMs.  

 

They're often hiding huge chunks of their reality from their parents. 

And part of the work that I've done is to help young people to 

understand that the more you hide of yourself, the bigger the distance 

between you grows…And then you avoid the person, which is what 

they do…managing without them, often they go to bad coping skills.  

 

Indeed, S26 saw maintaining connection to family where they can be honest and seek 

support from their parents are important resilience processes that should be supported.  

 

…one of my counselling aims will be to reconnect young people 

with their family in whatever shape that is possible… And how one 

looks to one's parents when things go wrong. And it's okay to share 

what's really happening here…it prevents the unrealistic pressure 

from home that you will send a thousand dollars for Eid celebrations 

when you're on Centrelink and you're homeless.  

 

Family reunion was identified as being  powerfully protective and promotive of resilience 

for UAMs in this study. Whilst only P7 was able to sponsor his family to Australia, P5 

and P14 were granted permission to return home for a short period (when they were over 

18 years old).  

 

I again couldn’t study because I was going through depression, it 

was really affecting me…I really, really needed to be with my mum. 

And I stopped studying again…I didn’t want to go home because 

like the situation is very, very bad and then I’m like, “I need to 

go”…I been there for like 45 days, I saw my mum, I spent some time 

with her and then came back and then I was, yeah, it helped me my 

mental state…and started uni and then I did well, I got like two 

distinctions and one credit. (P5) 

 

Both P5 and P7 explained that reuniting with family had a powerful and lasting positive 

impact on their mental health. P7 arrived when he was 14 and was put into the care of his 

17-year-old brother who would beat him, and he recalled that his clothes were not washed, 

his shoes were falling apart, the rent was often not paid and he assumed many adult 

responsibilities. The process of family reunion began because he was at crisis point.  

 

And when I was taken to Monash Medical Centre for severe 

depression that’s when some of the community groups came 

together to help me…my school got involved, the Migrant Resource 

Centre…there was a medical centre, an organisation that helps 
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people in my situation…The local parliamentarian was also 

involved…They all came together to bring my parents into 

Australia.  

 

It was only through the proactive support of caring adults who advocated on his behalf 

that he was reunited with his family and turned his life around, becoming once again a 

high-achieving, ‘nerdy’, well behaved young man.  

 

I think my parents coming into Australia changed me forever. It was 

that turning point in my life that I needed. I had not just my parents 

but my younger sister, younger brother. My younger sister had so 

much influence on me as well, like, looking at my younger sister 

reading books, you know, I would start picking up books and read it 

as well, you know, I went and spent time with them in the like local 

library…I became this, you know, from a cool bully kid to be, you 

know, a nerdy, "I want to study, I want to read books" sort of kid, 

…when my parents came I started focusing on things, which meant 

that when I went into year 11 and 12, I did really well…Yeah, 

improved a lot since my parents came to the country. 

 

That family reunion is effectively no longer possible not only harms UAMs, but also the 

education systems, communities and workplaces they could have contributed to.  

 

Theme 3: Education 

 

Educational resilience requires both the young person and their support networks to 

proactively engage in ways that potentiate positive educational outcomes. First, the 

priority given to education by UAMs will be discussed, followed by the ways they 

navigated to and negotiated for resources to support their education. The importance of 

caring and supportive teachers will be discussed, followed by the positive experiences of 

doing well and attending multicultural schools. Organisational factors relating to 

supportive education systems and school structures will then be explored. Finally, the 

factors that kept UAMs engaged with their education when challenges felt too 

overwhelming will be discussed.  

 

Education is the priority  

 

For most of the former UAMs in this study, education was their main priority. P13 stated, 

“I came here for education. Have a better future. Have a good life. If I stay in Australia, 

that’s my point to finish my study.” Table 9 below details the educational engagement of 
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UAMs at the time of interview and shows that nine of 16 former UAMs had accessed 

post-secondary education, with eight studying at university and one pursuing a Certificate 

IV at TAFE. Two former UAMs in this study did not complete high school but had 

attended an English as a Second Language School (ESL). One had attended high school 

for a short time but due to mental health struggles and low English competency, he did 

not complete year 12. The other did not attend high school but found employment at a 

mechanic after completing his ESL course and was very content working there. One 

participant had not accessed education in Australia, and this was because he arrived when 

he was 18 and was no longer eligible to enrol in high school. While he had wanted to 

study at TAFE when he was younger (he arrived in 2001), he explained it was too 

expensive and he needed to work so he could financially support his family in 

Afghanistan. He now has no plans to study as he is too busy running a sports league and 

working full-time. However, the four former UAMs whose highest educational 

attainment was high school wanted to access tertiary education but because they were on 

BVEs or TPVs were unable to do so, the barriers proved too formidable.  

 

Table 9: Former UAMs' highest level of formal education achieved in Australia 

Education Number of UAMs 

English as a Second Language (ESL) School 2 

High School 4 

University 8 

TAFE 1 

No formal education  1 

Total 16 

 

Holding a BVE or TPV meant UAMs required scholarships or another form of funding 

to attend a higher education institution because they could not afford to pay upfront 

international student fees (roughly double the cost domestic students’ fees). One former 

UAM had secured a scholarship for full-time study, but the conditions of the Special 

Benefit income support stipulated that he would lose that support once he started 

studying23. He deferred for a year to work and save money because otherwise could not 

                                                 
23 Refugees on TPVs and SHEVs can only receive income support through Special Benefit, unlike 

permanent residents who can receive payments through income support programs like Newstart Allowance, 

Youth Allowance and Austudy. The conditions of the Special Benefit are such that refugees with 

substantive temporary visas can only receive income support if they are undertaking a vocational course 
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cover his expenses while studying. He remarked that even though he had received a 

scholarship, the government still punished him. Although highly motivated to pursue his 

education, he was worried the hurdle would be too difficult to overcome, and he would 

be “left behind”. Temporary visas presented the greatest barrier to education and were 

the primary reason for non-engagement in higher education among former UAMs in this 

study.  

 

Persecution, family values and a sense of personal ambition and desire to contribute to 

their communities underpinned UAMs’ pursuit of education. When I asked P5 what kept 

him going when his mental health issues impacted his studies, his answer was illustrative 

of these motivations.  

 

The first reason is that when I was living in that environment in 

Pakistan, Quetta, where persecution started, I was at that time very, 

very dedicated student and I was very interested to study and to 

become a lawyer, that was my dream, but I couldn’t do 

that…Secondly that my mum she always tell me, like whenever I 

talk to her on the phone she always emphasise on me to get 

education…Thirdly is [to] help myself, to help my community and 

then to help that country that I live in.  

 

Eight of 14 Hazara UAMs explicitly connected the persecution of Hazaras with their 

motivation to access education. P2 was passionate about the history of Hazaras, noting 

that “the Hazaras for centuries, they’ve been denied the right of higher education. So one 

of the dire thing in my heart was that I wanted to get myself the highest education that I 

can get.” Having experienced persecution and intolerance in Afghanistan and Pakistan, 

the former UAMs asserted that education was important for building a peaceful society.   

 

…education is the only thing…that could bring peace, and it could 

bring toleration…because we have seen that in Afghanistan and 

Pakistan, they don’t have tolerant people, there is a lack of 

education…that’s why most of the time within Hazara community 

they always value education, that is our priority. (P5) 

 

P5, P12 and P14 also believed that it was in Australia’s best interest for refugee and 

asylum-seeking students to access higher education. P14 believed “study will teach us 

like how to behave, how to be a participant in society, how to lead the society in a good 

way.” P5 and P12 were concerned that not enough refugee and asylum-seeking students 

                                                 
that is likely to improve their employment prospects, and which will be completed in 12 months or less 

(Hirsch, 2015).  
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were accessing higher education because they believed it would help their community 

integrate well into Australian society.  

 

Navigating to resources for education  

 

Help with school work 

 

Nine former UAMs talked about seeking help with their school work, largely from their 

social networks (carers, youth workers, friends) but also from homework clubs and 

teachers. UAMs who lived with Australian carers said they helped with their school work, 

unlike those who lived with carers from their community. P4 explained that at school he 

sought help from teachers and his “step-mum…and my step-dad and my brother, yeah, 

they used to.” As mentioned, P5 utilised the Australian family he spent time with to check 

his assignments and help with learning English. While living in community detention, 

youth workers were sometimes cited as helping with school work. Tutoring clubs were 

also utilised by UAMs. P5 noted that when he received a scholarship to attend a private 

school “they had a…tutoring club…so we had more opportunities to get support from 

teachers.” P14 and P6 also attended a homework club run by a Hazara university student 

organisation. S19 (program manager) commented that in the program she managed, 

“sometimes year 12 can be a struggle but we’ll support them around accessing 

tutors…homework clubs.” She noted that offering these resources meant UAMs could 

maintain their engagement in school and this contributed to the overall success of the 

program. Not surprisingly, friends were also a source of help at school. P9 asserted that 

“it was bit hard at the beginning then I got used to it, then I knew where I can get help 

from if I needed to” and that usually, “I ask my friend…I got help from teachers.”  

 

Public libraries were also mentioned by students and teachers as being a place to study. 

Most UAM interviews were conducted at that library, at their request. For instance, P14 

said, “this library, it was my place (laughs). After school I was every day here.” Several 

UAMs said they used to study at the library straight after school until nine o’clock, when 

the library closed. P7 asserted that the public library was one of “the two places that 

changed me” (the other was working at a Labor MP’s office). Public spaces such as 

libraries are an important resource for UAMs as it provides a space to study with friends 

and offered a quiet space when they lived in shared housing, as well as free access to 

books, the Internet and games, as well as printers and photocopiers. The recently 
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renovated Dandenong library thus became an essential resource for UAMs while they 

were studying.  

 

Navigating education systems  

 

UAMs actively navigated education systems so they could pursue their education by 

applying for university and scholarships, doing bridging courses, seeking advice from 

careers services and getting mental health support. That six of the UAMs in this study 

were awarded scholarships for either school, TAFE or university speaks to their 

resilience, commitment to education and positive outcomes. For UAMs with BVEs or 

TPVs, obtaining a scholarship was the only way they could go to high school once they 

were over 18 years of age and access post-secondary education. In most cases, they 

received help from psychologists, caseworkers, teachers and tutors. This was either 

through advocacy (e.g. going to the school and asking for the UAM to be given a 

scholarship) or assistance with the application. Teachers also noted that motivated 

students would seek them out. S22 noted that “just walking here [to the interview] one of 

the asylum seekers said ‘Miss, scholarship applications. Let's go.’ I said, ‘Okay, yep, yep. 

We're doing it.’” The teachers noted that the scholarship landscape is “still very cloudy” 

(S23) but that among their students, “we’ve had two scholarships delivered for uni and 

we know some students have secured TAFE funding” (S22) through the Asylum Seeker 

Resource Centre (ASRC).  

 

Not receiving a scholarship was devastating for P14. Although he did well in year 10 and 

11 (and participated in a number of extra-curricular activities), year 12 was a difficult 

year of disruptions and instability. He experienced, “homelessness, and there was, like, 

with running out of money and just looking for a place to uh, like a shelter… they're 

making me hard to study and focus on studies.” He explained that he applied for 

scholarships to universities around Australia. He was unsuccessful and although he 

continues to apply, he has only been rejected. These challenges led to depression and 

anxiety and a constant sense of frustration and disappointment for a bright and academic 

young person. This again highlights that structural conditions that reduce access to 

resources compromises wellbeing and increases insecurity.  

 

Although studying at university was available to PR holders, it was not necessarily 

accessible. P3 was unable to attend high school and was not informed about education 
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systems in Australia by his caseworker and so found applying to university to be the most 

challenging aspect of higher education. He was told to apply through VTAC (Victorian 

Tertiary Admissions Centre) but had no idea what that was; similarly, he did not know 

what ATAR (Australian Tertiary Admission Rank) was. Not being able to attend high 

school in Australia meant he was ignorant of the education system, and only had 

experiences in Afghanistan to guide him: “I had no idea how to apply…in Afghanistan 

when you go to get admission in universities you go and just talk to them.” He went to 

different school’s at universities but was repeatedly told he was in the wrong place.  

 

…it was so challenging and it was so frustrating for me that I don’t 

know how to go, where to go and I had no friends as well that were 

studying at universities or something. I did meet a guy, he did his 

Bachelors from [redacted], he’s Hazara…I emailed him a lot but…I 

didn’t get any response.  

 

His persistence in trying to navigate to someone who could help paid off when he met 

someone who showed him how to do an online application. He said, “after 20-25 

emails…they offered me conditional and then I had to send my transcripts and then I had 

to, you know lots of other…it was so challenging but finally I got it right.” P12 has also 

demonstrated his resilience through his persistence in navigating to the resources he 

needed to go to university. He wanted to study civil engineering but had not completed a 

prerequisite subject. The school careers advisor who told him it was not possible, but he 

refused to give up: “so what I did is like I did a research how to get into engineering 

without mathematics and I found out that there is a course” and if he passed, he would be 

accepted into the engineering program. He said it was challenging but “I really studied 

hard for that because that was like my thing.” (P12) 

 

Negotiating for, or mobilising, resources 

 

UAMs also demonstrated their ability to interact with their environment in ways that 

engaged resilience processes by negotiating for or mobilising meaningful resources that 

could help others. P3 discovered in his second year at university that “there are lots of 

clubs within [university] that they’re helping their own people” and decided to co-found 

an Afghan club. 

 

I had no idea about Blackboard, finance, scholarship, there are way 

too many…that’s all available online and we have no idea about it, 

there are lots of services that they can help us with assignments and 
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other stuffs, and I had no idea about that. And today we are holding 

meetings every two weeks…and we are telling them about 

assignment services or every other services [retracted] provides… 

every year companies offer cadet position for first year students or 

maybe other vocational program for second years, so we tell them 

about those all stuffs. But I missed out because I had no idea what 

was going on or whatever so we are telling them, and we are just 

helping them out now. 

 

P5 and P14 also negotiated for extra support be provided to other students who were 

struggling. P5 asked his high school principal for additional teachers to support refugee 

students “because these students are giving up.” Two teachers were provided as well as 

“a different supportive program for refugees.” For two UAMs, their school facilitated the 

process of negotiation. P10’s meetings with his principal and teachers resulted in his 

school being more flexible and responsive to UAM students’ behaviours and 

circumstances.  

 

I was the one going to the student principal, I say like, "Look, there's 

hundreds of us. When we come late, these are the reasons. If we can't 

come to school, here’s all the reasons"…after that…we didn't get 

any detention…The principal is so helpful, the career [counsellor]. 

 

This is an example of being “flexible and responsive” when working with UAMs. At 

university P12 said “I'm volunteering with the Steering Group. I contribute my part for 

them to have a good understanding of what it is like to be a refugee…what challenges are 

there.”  As a result, “we were successful to get this scholarship for the new asylum 

seekers.” P12, like P5 and P10, engaged with their educational institutions to educate 

them about their experiences and challenges so they could respond more effectively to 

their needs. For P12 and P10, this process of negotiation was facilitated by institutions 

that proactively created these opportunities to contribute.  

 

Caring and supportive teachers  

 

Ten UAM participants shared examples of kind, caring and supportive teachers that 

fostered a sense of belonging and helped maintain engagement with school when they 

were struggling.  

 

…the teacher was so kind, they help us, you know, so they ask about 

how we’re feeling, about how was our family and you know, give us 

like, motivate to you know, give us like, feel good…I loved to study 

more when they talk to us like that, like, they ask about our families, 

everything, so you know, feels so relaxing, comfortable. (P8) 
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For P11, two of his teachers who showed respect, sincerity and selflessness became very 

influential and important to him: “Some of them, I got really close with…they were really 

selfless, really sincere, teachers. They really made a big difference in my life. They are 

the two most influential people in my life.” The teachers were perceived as selfless and 

sincere because “whenever I asked them a question, they would be very more than willing 

to explain it, if I asked them more questions, they would still be willing to, after the class 

was finished”. One teacher in particular was “patient and understanding. And when he 

was teaching, he knew his stuff. He was cool.” For a UAM committed to their education 

and passionate about learning, he appreciated these attributes.  

 

The “softness” (as P14 called it) of teachers and high school helped UAMs enjoy their 

education and feel comfortable and connected. This contrasted with experiences of 

corporal punishment in school back home. S22 and S23 (teachers) asserted that their 

school instituted a structure that would encourage connection and belonging. Students 

belonged to a House and each House had “a refugee liaison teacher, so one teacher whose 

job it is to support students with a refugee background in the House.” They ensured that 

students knew there was “a place that they can just keep coming back. And I think that 

relationship, that supportive relationship's somewhat familial in the absence of a family 

is really important.” That the UAMs who attended this school reported positive 

experiences and a high degree of support from their teachers suggests that such a structure 

was effective. It is important for schools with a high proportion of humanitarian students 

to consider the ways in which they can respond to their needs structurally. Further, this 

example demonstrates the importance of considering the social-emotional wellbeing of 

students as a key component of supporting their education.  

 

For some UAMs, teachers motivated them to remain at school when it felt too difficult 

and overwhelming. 

 

I’d come to a point where I really wanted to quit school, because it 

was becoming overwhelming, and I didn’t know how to actually 

kind of confront that, but then the teachers were like, "oh you can do 

it", and motivating us, and then telling us all, that "you are an 

incredible person and that what you’ve done is, you, despite not 

having English as you first language, you’ve still done really well at 

school and your subjects”. (P1) 
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Bolstering the confidence of UAMs in school is important for helping them develop a 

positive identity and sense of self-efficacy. As P12 pointed out, going to school in 

Australia is a daunting experience.  

 

…the teachers was just amazing. They supported me a lot…because 

it was so hard for me…I hadn’t even done year seven back in 

Afghanistan…the highest maths I had done was multiplication, plus 

and subtraction and then I came here and sitting in year 11 and they 

were talking about logarithmic differentiation I had no idea what 

they were talking about. 

 

School staff can also identify when a student needs additional support with school work. 

P5 explained that it was his school counsellor that connected him with a teacher who 

could give him extra guidance: “I told her my problems and she’s like, ‘oh you need more 

support, I refer you to that teacher’ and that teacher give me extra time, extra support to 

see my assignment, to look at it and give me suggestion.” This again underscores that 

proactive adults play a vital role in identifying when a UAM requires support and connect 

them relevant resources. 

 

UAMs felt hurt and offended when teachers underestimated their abilities or potential, 

for instance insisting they apply for Technical and Further Education (TAFE) courses 

when they wanted to attend university.  

 

And then she’s like very racist…she’s like uni is not for you, go to 

TAFE, do some practical course like, you know mechanic or 

construction or something. From one thing she’s right…I’m 

experiencing all these problems…but on the other hand she wasn’t, 

that is very like, you can’t say it. (P5)  

 

P5 understood that teachers may assume going to TAFE would more attainable but 

believed teachers should support the goals of the students. It was very clear that P5 was 

academically orientated and TAFE would not have been meaningful and relevant to his 

goals and sense of self, as he wanted to become a diplomat or lawyer. Similarly, P1 

commented that when his careers teacher encouraged him to apply for TAFE although he 

was doing his Victorian Certificate of Education (VCE) which made him eligible for 

university courses, he interpreted that “she did not believe apparently that I could go to 

university.” Both of these participants attended university and were doing well. This 

suggests that whilst teachers and other workers should be aware of the challenges UAMs 

face, they should also recognise they possess a great deal of potential and motivation to 

succeed, and their goal to attend university should be supported and encouraged. This is 
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not to say that alternatives should not also be identified as a back-up, but that UAMs 

should not be discouraged from applying for university.  

 

Doing well  

 

Doing well at school and university made education more enjoyable and supported 

positive identity development, built confidence and a sense of self-efficacy. When I asked 

P1 how he felt once he received PR, he responded: “I was feeling good in the sense I was 

doing VCE and in my school…I was getting high marks in my class…I was like ‘OK I 

can do this.’” When P12 was attending English Language School (ESL), he did not think 

he had the capacity to study at university but after living with Australian carers and going 

to a supportive school, he grew in confidence. He said, “I'm doing extremely well. I'm 

even like getting a job before I'm graduating, is like a really hard thing but I'm there.” P3 

similarly gained confidence after doing well in certificate courses and this propelled him 

towards university: “I got quite good marks in that business admin, management and 

accounting subjects, that’s why I thought I’m good at accounting, I choose accounting as 

my major for my university.” P6 talked about his intense desire to go to school after never 

having the opportunity in Pakistan and told me with a sense of pride, “In year 12 I became 

College Captain, I became one of the highest achievers in my school” and was awarded 

a university scholarship. Learning your strengths and what you enjoy doing is an essential 

part of positive identity development in adolescence and young adulthood (Oppedal, 

Guribye and Kroger, 2017) and helped UAMs choose their education pathways and future 

careers.  

 

Two UAMs described school as “living the dream.” Again, this is tied to having been 

denied access to education before coming to Australia. P6 in particular expressed a 

positive attitude towards education, framing its challenges within a broader perspective 

of being lucky and grateful for the opportunity. 

 

It has been fun, it has been like a life that I have never imagined, 

going and sitting with others students who are more privileged than 

you, who have been in Australia, who went through the whole 

system of education and you’ve just being here for two or three years 

…it looks like a dream…I really love going to my lectures, I don’t 

miss them…I could never imagine myself coming this far, yeah. 

When I look back sometimes I laugh because when I was in 

detention centre I didn’t know what to do with my life, I was a guy 
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without any dream, I was nothing. But three years, four years, I have 

travelled a lot.  

 

P3 also mentioned that while in Immigration Detention and then community detention, 

he “had no vision”. For both, their engagement and direction within education was 

facilitated by proactive adults who encouraged them to study and who did well because 

of their own perseverance and hard work. This underscores that navigating to resources 

is an interactive process that potentiates positive outcomes.  

 

Multicultural schools  

 

Attending multicultural schools was a positive experience for UAMs. Three participants 

(P4, P5, P12) attended schools without other humanitarian or like-ethnic/cultural 

background students but were otherwise multicultural. They valued this experience as it 

helped them learn English quickly. 

 

I wasn't speaking even my own language like when I was speaking 

Hazaragi once in a blue moon, because at school, there was no one to 

talk to in my language. At home I had to speak English and that was 

a good thing that I improved my English a lot.  

 

They also felt comfortable in Australia and felt connected to its people and culture. This 

is not to suggest that going to school with other like-ethnic/cultural background students 

negatively impacted their English proficiency or sense of connection in all cases. 

 

When I start school, I wasn’t very fluent in English, so I was 

reluctant in talking…I could talk with in Hazara kids, so that was 

good. I could still engage and if I didn’t understand anything, I could 

ask them in the class. (P1) 

 

However, as P8 indicates, this could be limiting and reduce exposure to, and connection 

with the wider community. He said he did not talk with non-Afghan students because 

there were so many Afghans at his school, and he could speak his own language with 

them. P8 was much more isolated than other UAMs, as his social network largely 

consisted of bonding relationships with other Hazaras, whether they were other UAMs, 

asylum seekers or youth workers. He was struggling to cope with the insecurity of the 

BVE, was unemployed, had not accessed further education and his English-speaking 

ability was not as developed as other participants. This in turn further limited his ability 
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to develop bridging and linking relationships that could help develop his English 

competency.  

 

Supportive education systems and school structures  

 

“Community of rebels” 

 

The notion of a ‘community of rebels’ within the education system came from an 

interview with P36. He said schools formed “this little community of rebels who were 

not prepared to give up on the education of these young people just because they had 

turned 18.” Indeed, the Department of Immigration directive was met with fierce 

resistance from schools and service providers and was also noted by S25.  

 

…early on it was decided that as soon as they turned 18, they needed 

to leave school. And it didn't matter where they were. And it was 

then agreed that they could finish the term, I think. And then some 

schools started to get a bit activist about it and allowed them to stay 

on for the year. (S25, national manager) 

 

This resistance was met with anger by the Department of Immigration. During meetings 

between the Department of Immigration and community detention service providers, P36 

recalled Immigration “would continually berate providers for trying to circumvent the 

cut-off expectations for young people in community detention turning 18.” Education and 

community detention providers argued that removing a young person from school was 

unnecessarily cruel. As S34 (program manger) said, “we just circumvented it and we had 

schools that were just prepared to have the young people continue without being funded 

to do so.” High Schools provided scholarships to asylum seeking students to ensure they 

could complete school and advocated for universities to also provide scholarships.  

 

S22:  …maybe over the last two years there's been a lot of really 

good advocacy work done. And so there's been a lot of 

resources and pathways and options, and I, when I say a lot, 

never enough at all.  

S23:  No. 

S22: But still there's been some attention and some 

acknowledgement of their predicament.  

 

Thus the ‘community of rebels’ within the education system played a central role in 

negotiating for opportunities and resources to be provided to students with temporary 

visas. When you consider the importance of education to UAMs, the provision of 
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scholarships is both meaningful and relevant to their needs and goals and thus plays an 

important role in facilitating positive outcomes.  

 

“Empowerment through knowledge” 

 

Schools facilitated skills development and capacity building through tailored programs 

relating to careers and education pathways, work experience, community engagement, 

leadership skills and health. S22 and S23’s school had a high proportion of humanitarian 

and migrant students and so, 

 

…they created this role of [redacted]…so other schools won't have 

this role…my job is to make sure that students…with a refugee 

background are supported throughout the school in whatever that 

is…in that way we're lucky to have that right from the beginning, 

that structural acknowledgement and resources for providing 

support. Then how we work out how the hell to do it (laughs) is a 

process and it's ever changing.  

 

S23 (teacher) noted she constantly questions, “‘Am I giving them the right 

information?’…So, I need to spend a lot more time trying to find out the information and 

knowing who to call is also a challenge.” How schools can develop expertise will be 

discussed further below. 

 

S22 and S23 (teachers) asserted it was important students had “a realistic picture” of what 

“their situation is when they leave as far as if their visa status is going to prevent them 

from getting into further education, what options do they have?” (S23). They decided to 

hold a meeting with year 11s and 12s where they “showed them a PowerPoint and tried 

to present that information to them in a not so scary way.” They also explained to the 

students, 

 

…these are the things you can start working on because it's not all 

about, you know, what score you get at the end of year 12, it's also 

about your community involvement and your volunteering and your 

leadership because that can definitely come into play if you're filling 

out a scholarship application for instance. 

 

In addition, humanitarian-background students had two or three interviews with the VET 

co-ordinator and careers counsellor in addition to their meetings with staff in their House. 

These meetings were often held when students were transitioning into the next grade and 

are designed to explain school processes, discuss subject selection and identify when 
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additional support or guidance may be required. S22 explained that to ensure staff have 

accurate and up-to-date information about each student, she maintains a Google-sheet 

that includes their visa status, the implications of the visa as it pertains to their education 

pathway. This helps inform decision making, such as, “if they've got a visa that doesn't 

entitle them to a post-secondary school funding, they are probably better off doing year 

10 mainstream before going onto year 11 or 12.” Thus, enrolling them in the grade below 

increases their time at school, where they can access a range of resources that promote 

their wellbeing, such as specialist refugee mental health counsellors, as well as 

opportunities such as volunteering and community engagement that can be added to their 

resumes.  

 

S22 and S23’s school also delivered two tailored programs for refugee and asylum-

seeking students. One was a bridging program for refugee and asylum-seeking students 

who needed additional academic support and also provided information about career 

pathways. S22 said of this intensive support, “you're modelling what they will do, 

hopefully, when they leave. Like that resilience, that, that ability to make decisions, to 

respond to dead-ends.” S22 explained they were trying to foster “there is a sense of 

empowerment like through knowledge. They come and they often don't know much at 

all, and so it's about giving them the knowledge to make decisions themselves and to 

make it with knowledge.” The program also encompassed issues related to “refugee 

health”, with sexual health and mental health being the central focus. The second program 

was designed to develop refugee and asylum-seeking students’ leadership skills, 

confidence and sense of self-efficacy as well as provide experiences to add to their 

resume. The program invites “students who are affected by their visa” to take part in a 

group who work on projects such as a school festival or cricket tournament. S22 noted 

that they would refer participating students to leadership programs offered by external 

agencies, so they could develop further connections and access more opportunities. S22 

and S23 observed that supporting UAM students required multiple initiatives because 

their needs were complex and varied, thus requiring different supports to achieve good 

outcomes. In light of this, S22 and S23 encouraged asylum seeking students to see their 

school as a continuing source of support  

 

…they'll come back five, six years later 'cause, you know, either 

their citizenship might have changed, or the course that they chose 

didn't necessarily work out and all that type of thing. So I think the 

support we give all of our students is exceptional when you compare 

it to other schools, definitely. (S23) 
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S22 and S23 agreed it was important to have spaces where they can access support with 

someone they trust, who can provide guidance, information and connection to resources.  

 

Developing expertise  

 

Supporting the psychosocial, educational and identity development of UAMs required 

expertise in order to respond to the complexity of such students. Developing expertise 

largely related to the active search for information about visa categories and their 

associated entitlements and barriers, as well as education pathways such as scholarships 

and funding for particular courses and/or visa categories. Both S22 and S23 were 

passionate about supporting asylum seeking students and actively cultivated their 

knowledge. S23 noted she had,  

 

…conversations with universities and TAFEs to try and work out 

what the rules are, because that was the hardest part, working out 

what visa status applies to certain scholarships and they're all quite 

different. So you kind of have to really go through it with a fine tooth 

comb, or have a really good contact at each university, which we're 

lucky enough to have. 

 

S22 was frustrated because “you just end up on this phone ring around…you just never 

speak to anybody who knows.” S22 and S23 also developed expertise by conducting 

consultations with UAM students to “teach the teachers” to ensure they were being 

responsive to their needs.  

 

Collaborating with external agencies also helped respond to the complex needs of asylum 

seeking and refugee students, as well to as educate staff. 

 

Foundation House comes in a lot…and does programs, individual 

consultations, programs for students, and then programs for us, 

teaching us. So as a [redacted] Coordinator, I would for instance last 

year, I had to organise a professional development opportunity for 

certain teachers who were working a lot with these groups to have 

their professional development through Foundation House. 

 

S22 explained it was important to embed this awareness “right across the school” through 

workshops and staff meetings and that the school principal has been supportive of these 

initiatives. That way, “hopefully it's not just me, you know hopefully it's their maths 

teacher who gets it as well” (S22).  S23 also noted university students and volunteers 
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from a migrant resource centre and other organisations “come along and help the 

students.” A multicultural youth organisation also “does a bit of work with us too.” In 

addition, “If there is a meaningful caseworker they will sometimes come and make 

appointments…We’re really trying to get them to take an active role.”  S19 (program 

manager) noted that caseworkers in her program attended parent-teacher interviews for 

UAMs. By talking to caseworkers, they could ensure they have the resources and support 

they needed.  

 

P1 attended a school that also had a significant number of humanitarian background 

students and provided specialised support, such as a support worker from a multicultural 

youth agency who was “only there for refugee students”. This support worker would help 

if they needed extra time to complete homework, if they were unable to come to school 

and that if they were stressed, “we would go and talk it through with her. She was very 

nice.” Compared to the other support workers at the school she was, 

 

Very helpful. Because what was different between her and other case 

workers was that she had this extensive experience working with 

refugees…they knew where we were coming from. So they knew 

what we had been through, so they wouldn’t necessarily think us, or 

see us like normal or someone who was born in Australia…There’s 

more empathy and they’re more understanding of what we’re talking 

about. And they would understand the context. 

 

What P1 valued was having someone at school who understood his background and 

context, unique needs and who was empathetic, caring and understanding. This resource 

was important for establishing belonging and supporting his wellbeing at school. 

 

Overcoming the desire to quit  

 

Five UAMs mentioned that at one point they wanted to quit school because it was too 

hard. For most, their ability to persevere was due to the support provided by their social 

networks. P1 explained he wanted to quit school because it was too overwhelming but 

the support and encouragement from teachers built his confidence and he stayed. P12’s 

Australian carer quickly responded to his wanting to drop out and provides an excellent 

example of how proactive adults can make the difference (highlighting the connections 

between the themes of Education, Identity and Connection). 

 

I got to the point where I really wanted to give up, so I just, I just 

woke up one morning and I said, "No more school”…my Australian 
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mum [retracted], she straight away contacted my case manager and 

then made an appointment with the school and then I had to sit with 

all these teachers and they were asking me the reason why I'm no 

longer studying and I said, "I'm really struggling here. I feel bad 

about myself because I'm not confident enough here, like I'm really 

struggling”…But they kind of encouraged me a lot and I just push 

myself back again. 

 

At the time of interview, P12 had almost completed his degree and was recently offered 

a graduate job. He said, “I wouldn't be here if I hadn't met that Australian family…if they 

hadn't supported me, I would have dropped out of school.” For P5, the person who made 

a difference was a social worker who helped him apply for a scholarship to a private high 

school. 

 

…so that person really brought change in my life, and otherwise I 

would have quit school…everything was very hard for me…And 

then in year 12 in private school teachers were very supportive…a 

lot of services for students and that’s how I got succeeded with my 

education and I finished my year 12. 

 

P10 highlighted however, that many students do not have this support. 

 

I saw like every second week, there was one or two student leaving. 

Most of them are Hazara and asylum seekers with a Bridging Visa 

waiting for the, for their interview…I was asking each of them like 

"why are you leaving, why you left school?”…they say like "we 

have to pay our bills. Our family is not here…So, we have to send 

money overseas "...there was heaps range of issues, so.  

 

These invisible caring responsibilities could present a major barrier to continued 

engagement with schooling, especially without the support of social networks and in 

particular, proactive adults.  

 

Theme 4: Identity 

 

The development of a positive identity in Australia was important for the wellbeing and 

resilience of UAMs. Under this theme I will first discuss how this was most powerfully 

apparent in the development of a strong sense of purpose that provided motivation and 

direction for UAMs. UAMs were active in volunteering and advocacy, creating services 

or supports for others and ‘fighting for justice’ and this was supported by a worldview 

that emphasised shared responsibility to community and to their families. This 

contributed to their perseverance, a key characteristic of UAMs in this study, and it will 
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be shown that UAMs drew on their experiences of persecution and past denial of 

opportunities to keep going. The third sub-theme of adapting to life in Australia will then 

be explored, and it will be shown that most UAMs developed a strong connection to 

Australia and that the multicultural nature of Australian society was an important 

facilitator of this. The fourth sub-theme will focus on connection to their cultures of origin 

as well as their spiritual and religious identification.  

 

Sense of purpose  

 

UAMs’ strong sense of purpose motivated them to persevere in the face of continuing 

challenges and stressful experiences and was a powerful protective factor. For the 

majority, this translated to an attitude of “don’t give up, give back” or of “fighting for 

justice”, which was supported by cultural values emphasising shared responsibility and 

success in terms of their community. This led to UAMs volunteering, undertaking 

advocacy and public speaking, creating services or supports for others, and through 

careers they believed would help others. When I asked P13 what helped him stay 

motivated and keep trying to overcome the challenges he faced, he articulated an attitude 

I observed among most of the UAMs interviewed.  

 

Sometimes I get so disappointing. In, in some place of work or…get 

very stressed and think about back country or think about lots of 

other things. And, and I'm not very motivated. But sometimes I think 

to myself, "No, life is going on. Life is like river…It's not standing 

in one place. It goes…Then do your best. Do the good things.” And 

that's why I’m self-talk. Telling myself…don't give up, just give 

back…To your community, to your friends, to anything.  

 

This also spoke to coping skills such as thinking positively, self-talk and focusing on what 

you can do. How UAMs ‘gave back’ differed according to their interests and abilities as 

well as access to opportunities and resources.  

 

Volunteering and advocacy  

 

Ten UAM participants volunteered because it helped those in need and contributed to 

their communities, and was an opportunity to meet people, develop their skills and gain 

work experience for their resume. Nine of the ten UAMs volunteered for organisations or 

agencies that supported, or advocated for, refugees or multicultural youth. The exception 

was P3, who volunteered at a city council and at the careers centre of his university. P5 
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worked passionately to contribute to and support the Hazara community in Victoria. He 

volunteered in a number of roles, including at a clinic helping BE holders, organising 

cultural events, speaking at protests and being invited to speak on behalf of Hazaras 

internationally, including at the UN. He explained that “being through all this destruction 

everything…all these experiences just left me with nothing except helping people, 

helping refugees, thinking about refugees.” P5 explained that volunteering also felt good.  

 

…one of the best things that I ever get is helping refugees and 

asylum seekers because whenever I helped them…I feel like I 

actually save their life because, and not only that client’s life but 

their family’s life…their families are still back in Afghanistan and 

Pakistan and the whole family is dependent on this guy. If I could 

even help with the resume…he could get a job and once he get a job, 

and then he get money and with that money and job he could support 

his family and himself. And that is a great feeling that gives me, I 

helped this guy.   

 

Being able to help others in a practical way felt positive and fostered a sense of agency 

and control over what is experienced as an unjust situation. 

 

Four UAMs were active in public speaking and advocacy, as discussed under the 

“Education” theme. P2 for example worked with a prominent refugee organisation as a 

public speaker and went “to schools to give the students an insight to the asylum seekers 

and clear up some of those myths that have been out there.” Indeed, P2 had contributed 

to some prominent campaigns aiming to dispel misconceptions about asylum seekers and 

emphasise their positive contributions to society. He was an active community leader 

involved with numerous community organisations and also connected me to a number of 

other participants. He said, “I owe it to my community…demonised to be you know a 

terrorist because they are from Afghanistan, they are Muslims”. P2 asserted that the way 

‘boat people’ are treated in Australia violates cultural values politicians like to espouse, 

such as fairness, equality and social justice. He advocated for those values to be extended 

to ‘boat people’.  

 

Creating service or support for others  

 

Five UAMs started their own service or community organisation in response to an 

identified need in their community, which occurred once they turned 18. This is a clear 

demonstration of resilience through mobilising resources that are meaningful and 
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relevant. One example was discussed above (creating an Afghan club at university) and 

others included starting a soccer league, a careers and mentoring program, a refugee 

advocacy body, and a regional youth organisation. P/S16 arrived in 2001 and explained 

that, “when we came here, there was no help, we didn’t have the support of anyone. I see 

some of the people, their struggles. So that’s the thing that motivate me every day to be 

with these people.” He created a soccer league and was a volunteer coach because he 

could see the negative emotional and social impact TPVs and BVEs. Soccer was 

incredibly popular among Hazara boys and he believed it could shield them from 

addiction and other negative influences. For UAMs in particular, he actively provided 

emotional support, for example going to their homes whey they stopped playing due to 

emotional issues, because “otherwise he’s got no one here.” When I asked P/S16 what he 

enjoys doing in his spare time he responded, “to be with the boys, helping these people” 

and that it makes him “feel good, I feel more relaxed” as well as “proud” of their 

achievements.  

 

P10 provided another illustrative example of how resilience is demonstrated through 

mobilising resources. He was active in advocacy, volunteering and mobilising resources 

for asylum seeking students while in high school, which led to external opportunities and 

then to a job as a support worker in regional Victoria, underscoring that navigating to 

resources and opportunities is a process. P10 started two community groups. 

 

I started a group of young people here, those who are finished year 

12 and some university student to help 80 students in a school in 

[retracted] which were from Afghanistan, Iran and Pakistan. They 

recently arrived and English is very hard for them, which I 

experienced like already. So, I was making the group. 

 

He also started a community group for Afghan young people because he was frustrated 

with bureaucracy in his workplace. He said, “it’s not about people, it's about the 

organisation. It's just some time I feel like I'm trapped there. I can't do much, some time. 

That's why I started the group of young people.” His organisation consisted of high 

school, TAFE and university students and they discussed opportunities, engaged in 

advocacy, participated in consultations, and assisted their community, for example by 

engaging children and young people in soccer and recreation activities. 

 

“Fighting for justice” 
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Four UAMs said they were driven to “fight for justice”. P7 asserted, “I felt like I needed 

to fight the injustices that I had gone through, not just in Sri Lanka but in Australia… 

contribute something to see things changed.” He explained, “I finally feel like I am part 

of where I belong, you know, which is the union movement, the refugee movement, you 

know, fighting for justice.” The desire to bring about change and challenge injustice was 

also mentioned by P10. He said, “It feel like if you don't do something...you just accept 

this unjustice and it gets bigger. It doesn't grow soft by itself. That's why I feel like, 

okay…I have to do something.” Two UAMs also commented that they wanted to write a 

book detailing the history and treatment of Hazaras, both in Afghanistan and Pakistan as 

well as Australia. Both felt that history was being written by those hostile to Hazaras, 

records were inaccurate and failed to recognise injustice and oppression. P11 wanted to 

counter the dominant narrative, saying, “Look at this narrative that government is giving. 

They're behaving as if they're the victims, as if their laws are the victims.” He wanted to 

write an ‘accurate’ account, whether published in a book or on a website, “so when 

people, some person reads it he knows the truth, then that’s an achievement.” P2 similarly 

saw this as an important task “that’s one of my dying wishes.”  

 

Success considered in terms of community  

 

When I asked what ‘success’ in Australia looked like, a number of UAMs talked about 

their communities. 

 

The thing that I consider a success in Australia is not only 

individually but as a community…I see community and myself 

interacting, adjusting myself, you know contributing with the 

Australian community and with Australian culture, with Australian 

way of life, this is something that I consider as a success within 

Australia…that is a sense that I have to success, is as a community, 

not success as individually. (P5) 

 

P5 was passionate about helping Hazaras “make ourselves as Australian” and saw this as 

an interactive process that must be facilitated by community members. Helping their 

communities progress and do well in their new home helped move beyond persecution 

and also benefited Australia. P7 similarly expressed the idea that, for him, success should 

be seen in terms of how you help the collective.   

 

For many Australians success means having a well-paid job, having 

completed a degree…that’s not what I see success as…it’s 

community, you know, we have all come together to save the planet, 
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I think that is a success story…So for me, you know, I guess, 

individually I want to play my role in achieving that. For me that’s 

success, you know? 

 

The UAM participants saw themselves as tied to others and as part of a community and 

as a result, pursued their goals and way of life in Australia with a sense of responsibility.  

 

Family expectations  

 

UAMs were also motivated by responsibility to family, such as getting an education and 

providing financial support. However, the short-term needs of their families sometimes 

sat in tension with the long-term needs of the UAM, such as sacrificing study to work in 

order to earn money to send home. Mentions of these expectations have appeared 

throughout this chapter, in relation to the expectations around education, family reunion 

and citizenship and the need to provide for their families compromising their ability to 

study. This places enormous pressure on UAMs, as P11 explains, “you feel like you have 

this burden of your family. That you're somehow responsible for their wellbeing, which 

you are, which I am.” Indeed, all of the UAMs interviewed sent money home to their 

families, with most being the sole provider.  

 

Well, because I have to support my family back overseas, my mum 

and my brother because I'm the only supporter. So yeah because my 

dad is missing…what I was getting for my Youth Allowance I have 

to support them as well. (P12) 

 

As S26 (counsellor-advocate) explained, “some of them have gone from being the child 

to the breadwinner. And they're carrying loads that other young people their age don't 

carry.” This load also includes the responsibility to pay back debts and support family 

who made sacrifices so they could seek safety. For instance, P2 said, “because the way I 

funded this trip to Australia is we sold portion of our land, my whole family move across 

the border to Pakistan, they were struggling there and needed money for rent, you know, 

money for living.” He worked multiple jobs and sent as much as he could to his family. 

UAMs in community detention cannot work and so they sent the “pocket money” they 

were given. Whilst these allowances were meant to cover their expenses (excluding rent 

and food) UAMs often sacrificed their own needs to provide for their family. 

 

…the young people that I work with, they used to get their pocket 

money, 70 dollars per week, which is pretty much nothing, but they 
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used to save all those money…and they helped the family out of 

those money, and I was shocked. (S17, youth worker) 

 

Service providers were aware of these expectations and practices and the strain they 

placed on UAMs, who were under competing pressures. For instance, P36 observed in 

the two programs he managed.  

 

And then we also had young people who were in this terrible 

bind…they had this pressure to do well at education, but 

simultaneously to drop out and get employment so they could send 

money back overseas. 

 

S26 commented that this collision of needs is “is where some of the counselling at this 

stage is. For the ones that I still work with and that’s why I’m still engaged.” In many 

cases this collision of needs is unresolvable as the barriers to their resolution are structural 

and were enforced by government policies and legislation preventing family reunion or 

access to education for temporary and bridging visa holders (and at some points, the right 

to work). Indeed, P10 provided a vivid account of how changes to immigration laws 

preventing permanent protection (among other changes) were highly stressful to UAMs 

whose families had made significant sacrifices in order to send them to Australia: “when 

the government changed the rule on 13th of August, there was like five people, those who 

were under 18, they fainted in Christmas Island ‘cause when we come here we borrowed 

the money and you know, lots of responsibility.” Thus, Distal Decisions can negatively 

impact not only the UAMs who sought asylum, but their families remaining at home.  

 

However, it is important to recognise that expectations varied among UAMs, and some 

service providers acknowledged these variables. 

 

…it depended on who they'd left behind, so, you know, if they were 

the eldest son, and their…father had been killed, or their father was 

imprisoned, or had disappeared, and they had a mother and younger 

siblings back home who were unsafe, there would be a lot more 

pressure on them to provide support to that family than if their father 

was around, or there was an older brother back there. And, I mean, I 

guess we're talking different communities and cultures, as well, 

there's different expectations. (P31, community detention team 

leader) 

 

Whilst most UAMs interviewed were the sole provider, others supplemented their 

family’s other sources of income. The responsibility as older sons formed part of their 

identity, influencing their goals and behaviours in Australia.  
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For services whose clients included a broader array of backgrounds and circumstances, 

these caring responsibilities might be ‘invisible’ and difficult to understand.  

 

That sort of carer role that's invisible in our setting…if a young 

person is a carer here, and they have a parent who’s onsite, living 

with them in Australia…We have a special program for them, you 

know? Young Carers Support, scholarships, programs, counselling, 

whatever, right?...we would see a young person as making a huge 

sacrifice, and we understand their developmental pathways 

disrupted by these responsibilities, family responsibilities…But the 

ones split and not here, their caring responsibilities are often 

invisible. (S26, counsellor-advocate) 

 

Whilst family expectations could clearly be a risk factor in the lives of UAMs, it also 

motivated them to do well and persevere in the face of challenges and barriers to the 

resources they needed. For instance, P3 commented in regard to his family, “they are also 

a source of my motivation, but I have to show them yes I can do something.” Other UAMs 

made similar references to “proving” to their families that they can do well, and that this 

motivated them to keep trying. These expectations and pressures were not ‘good’ for the 

young person, but their response to them, and the motivation they gained from them, had 

the potential to facilitate resilience processes that could lead to positive outcomes.  

 

Perseverance  

 

One of the most prominent characteristics of the UAMs interviewed was their ability to 

persevere.  That is, they persistently navigated to the resources they needed to experience 

wellbeing and ‘do well’. This formed the backbone that facilitated resilience processes. 

This was identified by service providers and UAMs themselves, forming part of their 

identity and sense of self. For instance, when I asked P12 what advice he had for future 

UAMs in Australia, he stressed the importance of perseverance.  

 

Well, I would just tell them not to give up…Because if you don't 

give up then you will get everywhere. I think I've experienced that… 

when I was in the boat and the boat was sinking…I was the only one 

down there taking water out...I won't be able to save it, but I was not 

giving up. Because even when I went to high school, I sat all the 

exams on the first day I failed everything and I still didn't give up. 
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P12 also highlighted the importance of positive-thinking and focusing on self-efficacy.  

He said he was “unfortunate” to be born “in a really difficult country to live” and that it 

was impossible to be with family and friends. However, “I just say, ‘Okay, that's how it 

is and what can I do to make it better?’” P7 also believed that his ability to persevere 

came from realising his own self-efficacy.  

 

…it’s about understanding the situation that you’re in and I guess 

coming to the realisation that you can’t really do much about it. 

Rather, you can’t really change what happened in the past but you 

can definitely do something to change it in the future, right? That 

realisation it is probably what keeps me going. 

 

This future-orientation relied on a sense of hope for the future. P6 explained the future is 

unknown but he had hope: “I am sure of one thing, if you work hard today, if you give 

your everything…take every opportunity, if you hard work in this moment.” This focus 

on what one can control and looking to the future with hope was key to the resilience of 

UAMs in this study. 

 

Motivated by persecution  

 

The ability to “keep going” despite significant challenges was also motivated by 

experiences of persecution, which taught UAMs the value of education (discussed in 

“Education”) and hard work and motivated them to create a better life for themselves, 

their families and communities. A number of UAMs talked about drawing on those past 

experiences when they were facing struggles in Australia. 

 

…whenever I feel dis-motivated or something I remember the 

journey…Like I remember that the ocean…I get motivated, yes I 

took this risk for my life, I have to do something now. I could have 

been inside that water, I could have been the food for the sharks 

inside the Indian Ocean. (P3) 

 

P12 detailed a similar thought process where he compared difficulties he was facing, such 

as “uni is so hard and I can’t do it”, to being on a sinking boat where he believed “this is 

the end of my life because there was no hope.” He remembers being hungry and thirsty 

and “drinking half oil and half water” and reminds himself that these new challenges are 

“not that hard, you know, it won’t get as hard.” With regards to how this informs a sense 

of identity, P12 said “that is always in my memories…I know it's a tough memory, but 

…that’s what makes me, me, you know?” Like the expectations of family detailed above, 
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the experiences of being an asylum seeker can be traumatic or distressing whilst also 

serving as a motivator to persevere and make the most of the opportunities they have now.  

 

Adapting to life in Australia  

 

The former UAM participants integrated well into Australian communities and their 

ability to adapt was underpinned by an openness and respect for Australian culture and 

ways of life. For example, P/S16 asserted, “we live in this country, we have to value the 

culture, we have to value all the rules and it’s very important.” There was also desire to 

learn from others, particularly those born or raised in Australia. All UAMs who lived with 

Australians found it helpful for learning about Australian culture and ways of life.  

 

This is new country. A new culture, new things. Still you need to 

learn what's going on around you. And, and stay out of trouble…it 

wasn’t very easy for me to understand things and to do things better. 

But I learned from…people around me and especially now when I'm 

living with the Australian people. Like they're telling me a lot. (P13) 

 

P12 said his “Australian dad” was a “true-blue Aussie” and that “he was talking about 

Australian way of life, Australian culture, Australian history and all these things.” A 

number of UAMs mentioned learning from mistakes was important. When I asked P11 

how he navigated the cultural differences between Afghanistan/Pakistan and Australia he 

said, “by making mistakes…because there’s no other way…sometimes people 

understand, sometimes they don’t. Sometimes they get angry, sometimes they don’t. So 

just laugh it away because you didn't mean to offend someone, or you didn't mean to 

cause trouble.” Having someone help negotiate cultural difference and inform them about 

Australia, its people and appropriate behaviours enhanced their ability to cope and adapt 

to a new cultural context. 

 

UAMs talked about the need to adapt and change their behaviour. P4 strongly identified 

with Australia and expressed a greater sense of disconnection from his culture compared 

to others.    

 

It’s not about my tradition or my religion and stuff…I used to be 

religious but now I think ah, old stuff and now we have to change, 

you have to change the way you thinking, the way you see people, 

the way you react, you have to change everything ‘cause you came 

to new community so you have to be a new self ‘cause you can’t 

live, you can’t live in Afghanistan and doesn't work that way. 
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P5 asserted that adaptability was a characteristic of Hazaras. Being a persecuted minority 

for centuries, the Hazaras have been displaced and forced to live in new areas and 

countries, emphasising the need to adapt to wherever they are, be peaceful (so as to not 

bring about more destruction and persecution), to educate themselves (in order to improve 

their position) and to make positive contributions to their communities. He asserted, “I 

strongly believe that Hazaras like, they adjust themselves very quickly…they are very 

tolerant towards other culture, toward another religion and all these things and they 

change, they are very flexible.” This adaptability was viewed positively by UAMs and 

contributed to a sense of pride in their community.  

 

Feeling connected to Australia  

 

UAMs felt connected to Australia, expressed as feeling ‘at home’, of valuing 

multiculturalism, feeling connected to local communities and neighbourhoods and being 

grateful for the opportunities and support they received from Australians and the 

government. The UAMs interviewed had largely positive interactions with people in 

Australia and felt it was a country of ‘good people’. Three former UAM participants had 

experienced racism or discrimination, however, and these experiences occurred in their 

workplace, while playing sport and in the street. However, the three participants asserted 

those experiences did not reflect how they had been treated by the vast majority of people 

in Australia. Thirteen of the former UAMs participants expressed a sense of belonging in 

Australia as they developed relationships, adapted to the culture, found employment and 

accessed education, and enjoyed a sense of safety. P5, who had permanent residency, 

explained: 

 

…now I have that sense that this is my home, this is my country…I 

call myself Australian Hazara, and I find myself 100% home…And 

what gives me that sense is because…I have received a lot of support 

from Australian government, Australian people, I have received 

scholarship…on the one hand there’s a lot I don’t like about 

Australian politics and government, but on the other hand I like a lot 

about Australian politicians and Australia, which I am very grateful 

for…every time I go to uni I’m very grateful and I thank Australia 

for that, that gives me a sense of belonging…I didn’t have the 

opportunity in Pakistan…And I have friends.  

 

He wanted to be a barista and through a training program for refugees he found work at 

a cafe. Interactions with customers made him feel connected to others and he enjoyed the 
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sense of equality it brought. The woman who started the training program came to see 

him at the café and gave her contact details, inviting him to her home. He said, “it just 

makes me, like, I’m 100% home, it’s just my home because I got everything.”  

 

The sense of feeling ‘at home’ because of the support they received was shared by others. 

Further, because UAMs felt a deep connection to Australia, they felt hurt and rejected by 

government policies and legislation that prevented permanent protection or made 

citizenship increasingly difficult to achieve. P6 explained that as a Hazara he was not 

accepted and did not feel a sense of belonging in Afghanistan and Pakistan, whilst in 

Australia he felt he belonged but was not accepted.  

 

I feel now all of my journey experiences have told me one thing, that 

I was born in the wrong place. I might not have the documentation, 

but I am an Australian, from every part of my body because the 

things that Australia has given me I cannot even imagine it, yeah so, 

I feel like home. 

 

P6 underscored the meaning of citizenship and that despite that dream being quashed by 

the Australian government, the sense of ‘being Australian’ was not. Interestingly, three 

UAMs felt they were “born” in Australia and did not think about their life prior. For 

instance, P9 commented, “I feel I was born there [Adelaide], I can’t remember what 

happened in Sri Lanka now” and P4 remarked,  

 

I feel I belong here, don’t really think about Afghanistan, or Pakistan 

or Iran…‘cause I think when I was there, I wasn’t really…as open-

minded as now…‘cause I wasn’t going to school, so I just started 

school when I came here…I think like, I took my first breath in 

Australia.  

 

P4 indicated that living in Australia, and going to high school in particular, was formative 

for his identity development and sense of self; his mind opened, and he was free to 

discover who he was as an individual. UAMs also asserted their commitment and 

allegiance to Australia, for instance saying “the sad thing is Australia doesn't accept us…I 

want to do anything for, for this country. And do my best for this country” (P13). When 

P5 considered what ‘success’ meant to him, he included “To sit up and call myself a proud 

Australian Hazara and to sacrifice or to do anything for Australia because this country 

gave me opportunity and saved my life.”  
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Multiculturalism  

 

Multiculturalism helped UAMs feel ‘at home’ and fostered a sense of belonging.  

 

…the good thing I experienced here that is like, it's not just one 

culture here…from all around the world living together and then 

they all have their own culture and it's a very diverse thing. And 

that's what I loved about it…that made me very comfortable because 

I was like, “oh everyone has their own culture and then they're 

allowed to live the way they want to be, dress the want to get 

dressed” and things like that, and that's why I like it. It was very easy 

for me to get into society. (P12) 

 

The ability to maintain connection to your culture through cultural practices such as 

celebrations, events, food and dress meant UAMs could experience a sense of cultural 

and religious continuity and that doing so was accepted and encouraged. This reduced the 

sense of having to conform to a singular ‘Australian’ identity and also allowed them to 

move beyond an ethnic identity that was cause for persecution in their home countries. 

Not being judged for their ethnicity, enjoying equality and ‘shared humanity’ was a 

powerful experience. 

 

when I came here I found that despite our differences, no matter what 

language you speak or what, where you are from in the world, it is 

possible to be together, to talk, to engage…and for the first time 

realising that no matter where I have came from, I am a human 

being…they don’t see me as Hazara, yeah, so for the first time I 

realise I guess, I can be loved, I can be supported, I can be counted 

as human being. (P6) 

 

Multiculturalism was also seen to enrich their communities. P2 felt connected to his home 

in Melbourne’s south-east, having witnessed its transformation over the last 15 years. It 

was a Refugee Welcome Zone and as P2 asserted, “the good thing is that it is the second 

most multicultural in Australia.” Multiculturalism was also eye-opening for UAMs and 

helped them develop open-minded attitudes to diverse people. P4 said it was “awesome” 

that there was a “mix of everyone” and that the Australian way of life had opened his 

mind “‘cause before like, I’m right and my thinking is right, yeah, but now I think there 

is no right and wrong it’s just, just everyone have different perspectives.”  

 

Connection to culture  
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Maintaining connection to culture provided a sense of continuity, identity and belonging 

for UAMs. UAMs explained that language, cultural celebrations and festivals as well as 

food from their countries of origin helped them feel connected to themselves and create 

a coherent narrative between past, present and future (Devenney, 2017). P14 was “not a 

part of those, like, religion views” but felt it was important to attend other cultural events. 

He said, “I go to every aspect of my, like, celebrations, coming to gathering, and all the 

stuff. Because it gives me to connect to who I am. It shows me my identity and 

belonging…who I am.” As P1 explains, the former UAMs stayed abreast of cultural 

events “through social media…through my friends, and, and through organisation which 

I connected to.” Maintaining language was important to P9, who said “I still watch movies 

and I’m still reading my language newspaper otherwise I’ll forget to read, because my 

language is a bit hard language.” He also went to a Tamil school in Adelaide that hosted 

“this dinner every six months…I usually go because there are not many restaurants, Sri 

Lankan restaurants there, Tamil restaurants there.” Having access to foods from home 

was cited as a benefit of living in Dandenong, in Melbourne’s outer north east, which is 

a key settlement area for refugee communities. S19 (program manager) explained that 

most UAMs in Australia were placed into community detention in the Dandenong area, 

and most participants remained there once they turned 18. P1 felt that living in 

Dandenong facilitated his ability to remain connected to his culture: “in terms of that, 

culture, what good thing that we had sort of, accessible food…we had cultural activities 

that otherwise I could not do if I was living in a remote town.”  

 

Hazara UAMs also expressed a great sense of pride in their ethnic identity and variably 

focused on Hazara values of education, hard-work, adaptability, peacefulness and 

positive contributions. P14 said that considering the genocide and persecution Hazaras 

had faced, “they are doing well… I'm proud of, of my, like the ethnics, and my Hazara 

nations.” P14, like other UAMs, was proud in the resilience of Hazaras. P5 was the most 

assertive of his pride in his Hazara identity. He said, “if you look at this Hazara 

community, wherever they have gone they have constructed that place, they have never 

destructed.” This pride in the peacefulness of Hazaras distances them from acts of 

terrorism, conflict and religious extremism associated with their homelands and also 

resisted anti-asylum seeker discourse. Thus, having a positive relationship with ethnic 

identity can be promotive of a positive sense of self that motivates them to do well and 

be positive and successful members of Australian communities.  
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A minority of former UAMs felt disconnected from their culture. They became critical of 

their culture or distanced themselves from their communities by moving away from 

Dandenong or did not attend festivals, celebrations and events. Underlying this was a 

greater orientation to Australia and reduced desire to maintain traditional practices and 

beliefs. Considering UAMs spent some of their formative teenage years in Australia, this 

is not surprising and was mentioned by service providers. For instance, S26 (counsellor-

advocate) said that in counselling UAMs have expressed that when they are with people 

from their country, “I don’t really fit. I’m too Aussie” and they worry that if they are 

reunited with family, “I will not be a good son.” P4 did not express such worries, but he 

strongly identified as Australian and distanced himself from Afghani culture. We were 

introduced at Nawroz Festival, but he explained to me in our interview that,  

 

I was doing Nawroz ‘cause it was my day off…and one of my friends 

asked me to go, so my friend was there, that's why, but still, it wasn’t 

for my friends I wouldn’t go ‘cause I want to celebrate New Year’s 

Eve, Christmas…because like my family is not here so it’s not that 

actual feeling that you see…when you do at home you can pick it up 

like it’s Narwoz.  

 

For him, celebrating Nawroz “didn’t feel right” in Australia without the atmosphere at 

home when he was with his family. P4 preferred celebrations such as Christmas and New 

Year’s Eve. P11 also wanted to distance himself from cultural or religious celebrations, 

saying “I’ve never celebrated Eid in my life in Australia. So I'm completely indifferent to 

it.” Some UAMs were also critical of their culture and/or ethnic community but wanted 

to remain connected. P4’s experiences in Pakistan coloured his view of the people there 

and meant he did not want to return, “Not everyone is as kind as here”. Like P3, he 

disliked having to conform to cultural expectations that no longer ‘felt right’.  

 

P7’s disconnection from his community when he was young was not by choice but 

because he was shunned by the Tamil community for being an unaccompanied minor. 

 

…one of the biggest failure, biggest problems that we had was we 

had no connection with the local community. You know there were 

no mentors for example from the community…my own ethnic 

community saw me as an enemy…because I could cause problems, 

you know?...I would hear them tell their children not to play with 

me, you know? I was an untouchable for them because I came here 

as an unaccompanied minor with no parents. 
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Arriving in the community when he was 14, P7 felt isolated, was bullied at school and 

was placed into the care of his 17-year-old older brother who was (understandably) unable 

to provide adequate care. Being excluded by his community furthered his sense of 

isolation and despair, which culminated in his admission to hospital for severe depression. 

He explained that because he was living in Australia there was “little sympathy” because 

he was seen as privileged compared to children in Sri Lanka. This highlights that services 

responsible for the care of UAMs must also try to “engage the community into embracing 

them…We need a community to embrace a kid who has no, no parents here. They need 

that context” (S33, immigration worker, volunteer, advocate). As discussed in 

“Connection”, developing both bridging and bonding relationships with peers and adults 

are important, particularly for UAMs whose relationships may otherwise be limited to 

linking social relationships with service providers.  

 

Spiritual and religious identification  

 

Nine UAMs expressed the view that religion was not important to them in Australia. For 

some, they were interested in religion, or had a complicated relationship with it, whilst 

others felt they had become more “open-minded” in Australia and less bound by 

traditional beliefs and practices. P11 asserted, “I’ve never been interested in religion” and 

explained that, “at home… I was always forced to, to do the prayers, to go to the mosque.” 

He was pressured to pray by his parents (who in turn felt “peer pressure”) but “I thought, 

just it didn't make any sense…I don’t believe religion is useless, it just that for me, it’s 

useless.” P3 shared a similar view, and as noted earlier in this chapter, pressure pray when 

he lived with this “cousin” meant he moved out once he turned 18. The following 

exchange illuminates his conflicted relationship with religion. 

 

EK: And what about religion and spirituality? Has that played 

a role in your life?  

P3: Nah, it always demotivated me my religion, it’s something 

that, it just troubled me to be honest when I was back 

home, so.  

EK: Why did it trouble you?  

P3: Troubled me in the sense of everything. Like in the sense 

of my family, I would fight with my father, like, if he’s 

praying let him pray, why he have to push me to pray, you 

know?  

EK: Right. So it has been an area of conflict?  

P3: Yeah, so the same thing happened here as well, so I was 

not feeling comfortable back when I lived with them [his 
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“cousin”]…they were asking me to pray, and they asking 

me to wake up six in the morning, which is too crazy…I 

had to move out with friends. So it’s not something that 

religion does, improves someone, motivates someone, it’s 

just something that you will always struggle with…So 

religion for my life is something extra or useless, let’s just 

keep it aside.  

 

P11 and P3 were unique in their assertion that they had never been religious, with others 

explaining they became either more open-minded or no longer saw religion as important 

for their life in Australia. P1 felt this was a positive factor that helped him adjust, “I think 

that what helped me personally was when I came here, I was…evolving from a religious 

person to being a very moderate progressive person, and it really helped me settle in with 

ease.” P14 explained he used to be a practising Muslim at home, but not in Australia 

“‘cause it kind of doesn’t make sense to me.” In Australia he was introduced to “different 

views, different psychologies, different ideologies of people, different thought of life, 

different people.” Instead, he focused on his parents’ emphasis that “humanity is first”. 

He explained, “my parents told me, like, be a good man…you have to be human, you 

have to respect it, respect others, that's it.” P14’s emphasis on shared humanity, respect 

and connection to others was also expressed by other UAMs.  

 

Out of my life, even when I was maybe Hazara or Shia, I was treated 

worsely but for the first time when I was seen as human, I think that 

is the biggest religion that I know now. It’s humanity, it is respect 

for people no matter where they have come from…I can easily live 

in Australia without any difficulty of culture, religion, yes, I don’t 

think they are important to me because what I’ve got it is people who 

are loving me and who are supporting me, who want to be part of 

my dream, that is important to me, not culture or religion. (P6) 

 

P12 and P13 felt that, in essence, all religions share the same message. P12 said “all the 

religions are basically respect, love, and caring about other people. That's what they stand 

for.” Both stressed their respect for religion, with P13 mentioning he explored different 

faiths in Australia, which included going to a Buddhist Temple. P12 explained, “I 

personally don't follow particular one” and appreciated that in Australia “you can choose 

whatever to follow or you can choose not to follow.” Making this choice is an important 

part of their identity development.  

 

P7 had an interesting religious journey. He was very religious when he first came to 

Australia as it provided comfort and helped make sense of the world, but said he is now 

atheist. He explained that from a young age “I was a very religious kid.” In Australia he 
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clung to the “other world that was in my head, this utopian world.” He was desperately 

sad without his parents and without adequate care and support. He explained that “in the 

Hindu religion there are stories of God suddenly appearing in front of you to take you 

somewhere…like heaven” and that he believed if he prayed hard enough, God would be 

“so impressed” and would take him away to a better place. He noted that he “rarely went 

to Temple…because I had no one to really take me.” He instead had a cupboard in his 

room that he “used as a temple…It had all these religious images and I would have the 

powder that you put on the forehead…I would put money in there.” He explains that it 

was a coping mechanism, “during my difficult days…during the days that I just couldn’t 

interpret what was happening around me, God, being attached to religion, being able to 

read those religious texts kept me going.” However, this began to change.  

 

As I grew up I started questioning my own faith, you know? It all 

started with me reading about Charles Darwin…it just kept on 

building and building and building and you know, at some point I 

said "I am not going to come to the Temple anymore with you", to 

my parents, and so I became an enemy within my house…my parents 

were not happy but I was keep on questioning you know? The way 

we treat woman, the way the woman are portrayed in the religion 

texts, the way the low caste people are treated…nowadays, I guess, 

my socialist beliefs (laughs) questions religion, you know? 

 

Taken together, interviews with former UAMs suggests that for most, practising religion 

did not align with their worldview in Australia.  

 

P8, P9 and P/S16 still practised their religion, albeit in a flexible way. P8 and P/S16 were 

Shia Muslims, whilst P9 was Hindu. P/S16 explained, “I'm not much of a religious guy…I 

follow only the simple rule.” P/S16 and P8 focused on the Pillars of Islam, such as eating 

Halal and prayer as well as observing religious holidays like Ramadan. These were 

practices they grew up with and liked to continue. P/S16 stressed, “from religion, you 

have to only take the positive side, not the negative side.” Both noted there were Pakistani 

and Albanian Mosques nearby but that as Hazaras “you can’t go there”. P/S16 said “if, 

there was a Mosque, I would love to go sometime” and P8 also said he would attend. P9 

noted that he attended Temple on occasion, usually “if my friends are going, then I go.” 

He prayed because “there are things you cannot control so I say the things that cannot be 

controlled by me, usually pray to God.” These examples demonstrate that religion 

remained an important part of their identity, provided a sense of continuity and connection 

to home and the values they were raised with.  
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P13 and P5 believed in God but were more “spiritual”. P13 explained, “I’m Muslim but 

not very practising” and that he felt it was better to “do good thing, do right things. And 

clean from inside”. Whilst P5 continued to believe in God, he no longer identified as 

Muslim. 

 

…I quit [organised] religion when I came here, because I had also 

always had these questions, why would I follow religion? Why? 

Why would I call myself Muslim, you know?...I am a human being 

basically, you know?…I can’t go on with a lot of labels, there is like 

Hazara, Muslim, and then refugee, queue jumper, immigrants and 

then Afghan and all these labels. And then I’m like, you know, I 

don’t need it basically…I just believe in God and I don’t follow any 

specific religion. 

 

He agreed this was a more spiritual approach and connected with the UAMs cited above 

who asserted that when they came to Australia they turned away from religion and instead 

focused on shared humanity. Part of this decision was the rejection of labels that attracted 

hostile attitudes in the public sphere and which negatively impacted his sense of self. 

 

Conclusion  
 

In this chapter I have discussed the themes of Distal Decisions, Connection, Education 

and Identity, which were identified as being the most significant factors influencing 

resilience processes that help UAMs cope and do well in Australia. Thematic analysis of 

interview data reinforced that resilience processes are interactive and dynamic, with the 

best outcomes achieved when UAMs have a strong sense of purpose and their informal 

and social networks proactively help them work towards their goals and provide 

emotional, material and educational support. Because of this, I argue that the themes of 

Connection, Education and Identity were the most powerfully promotive of resilience in 

the current context. For temporary visa holders in particular, Distal Decisions often 

undermined processes that support resilience through the introduction of barriers to 

accessing health-promoting resources and reducing opportunities for meaningful and 

permanent settlement. Anti-asylum seeker discourse in politics, the media and public 

debate also had a negative impact on UAMs’ sense of belonging and acceptance in 

Australia. In this context, the role of service providers in facilitating the dual processes 

of navigation to, and negotiation for meaningful and relevant resources that sustain UAM 

wellbeing and potentiate positive outcomes is crucial. 
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Chapter 6: Discussion 
 

Distal Decisions, Connection, Education and Identity were identified as major themes 

across the dataset that made the greatest difference in the ability of UAMs to respond 

robustly to the stresses in their lives and achieve ‘successful outcomes’, as defined by 

UAMs (Kohli, 2007). In this chapter, I propose the Domains of Facilitated Resilience 

model I developed, which conceptualises the complex interactions between each of the 

domains and is a useful tool for identifying intervention points for supporting for UAMs 

and thinking about the role of various resources for facilitating resilience. This chapter 

will begin by introducing the Domains of Facilitated Resilience model, followed by 

discussion of each of the domains and the most pertinent interaction points between them, 

beginning with Distal Decisions and followed by Connection, Education and Identity.  

 

The “Domains of Facilitated Resilience” model   
 

The Findings chapter demonstrated that resilience was facilitated and/or undermined 

through the complex and dynamic interactions between the themes of Distal Decisions, 

Connection, Education and Identity. This aligns with the emerging understanding among 

researchers within sociology, neurobiology, epigenetics, epidemiology and psychology 

that resilience is the result of interactions between individuals and their social ecologies  

(Luthar & Cicchetti, 2000; Masten, 2001, 2014; Masten & Obradović, 2006; Obrist et al., 

2010; Rutter, 2006, 2012a; Ungar, 2005; Ungar et al., 2013). Processes that facilitate 

resilience include individual, relational and contextual components and it is through the 

interaction of these that the effects of risk factors or stresses are mediated, and positive 

outcomes are facilitated. However, as Devenney (2017) notes, research on the resilience 

of UAMs has emphasised external service factors (e.g. foster placements, stable 

accommodation) or intrinsic factors (e.g. personal faith). Earnest and colleagues’ (2015) 

psychosocial framework goes some way in addressing this with interlocking domains of 

human capacity, social ecology, and culture and values. However, the Earnest and 

colleagues (2015) do not explain how or why these domains interact and the differential 

patterns in resources, processes and outcomes they potentiate. Further, “social ecology” 

is limited to social relations within families, peer groups and religious, cultural, civic and 

political institutions, with no attention paid the impact of restrictive visas on the capacity 

of asylum seeking and refugee youth to ‘be resilient’. The social-ecological theory of 

resilience used in this thesis argues that resilience research needs to pay attention to the 



 168 

interaction between these domains if we are to understand how resilience is potentiated. 

As Ungar (2013, p. 263) states in relation to resilience, “the most significant findings 

relate to the interaction variable rather than either side of the equation”. We need to focus 

on the connective tissues that tie a UAM to their environment and which help them cope 

and do well in adverse contexts.  

 

In this chapter, I propose that in the specific context of UAMs in Australia (with its 

particular legislative and policy context and education, welfare, healthcare and legal 

systems), Distal Decisions, Connection, Education and Identity should be understood as 

“domains of facilitated resilience”. The conceptual model, included below, features four 

ovals, one for each domain, that are layered over each other so that each interacts with 

the others. Where two or more domains connect are “interaction points” that have the 

potential to facilitate particular resilience processes. This model does not suggest that all 

former UAMs in this study experienced each interaction point as highly influential. 

Although each domain was influential, the way in which they interacted with each other 

was dynamic and manifested in unique patterns for each participant. The specificities of 

their visa status and social and physical ecology, such as available and accessible 

resources, relationships, and proximal microsystems such as residential care or ‘foster 

care’ placements, personal interests and goals and involvement in community influenced 

how these domains were experienced by each participant (Ungar et al., 2008). This 

chapter will explore how the domains and interaction points manifested in the lives of 

UAMs, and how their physical and social ecologies shaped the patterns and processes 

participants engaged to access health-enhancing experiences.  

 

As shown in the model, three domains were the most promotive of resilience processes, 

namely Connection, Education and Identity. In the current legislative and policy context, 

Distal Decisions have often (but not solely, particularly for PR holders) introduced risk 

factors and undermined resilience processes. Further, whilst social-ecological resources 

that facilitate unaccompanied minors’ ability to cope and do well are undoubtedly vital, 

it is at the distal level where interventions are most needed because it is laws, policies and 

systems that can create the conditions for the greatest number of UAMs to grow up well. 

Distal Decisions at the macrosystemic level create many of the adverse conditions UAMs 

face in Australia as policy has hardened and the positive outcomes achieved by PR 

holders in this study become increasingly out of reach for those with temporary visas (not 

to mention UAMs sent to Nauru). However, Distal Decisions also have the capacity to 
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alter these underlying adverse conditions that place barriers to accessing health promoting 

resources.  
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The domain of Distal Decisions: Government as the risk factor  

 

Anti-asylum seeker discourse and increasingly punitive legislation and policies 

systematically discriminated against Irregular Maritime Arrivals (IMAs), limiting their 

opportunities for meaningful settlement and access to health promoting resources. UAMs 

with temporary visas (BVE, TPV and SHEV) repeatedly asserted that their visa was the 

“big issue” from which barriers, challenges and insecurities originated. According to 

Kohli (2011, p. 316) in relation to UAMs in the UK, “the foundation of being and feeling 

safe comes through legally winning the right to remain in the country of asylum 

indefinitely”. Until then, life is experienced as contingent and uncertain (although PR 

holders note this feeling lingers until citizenship is granted, as their visa can be cancelled 

at any time). Gifford, Correa-Velez, and Sampson (2009) asserted that the systemic 

discrimination against asylum-seeking young people by the Australian government 

amounts to structural violence and has a negative impact on resilience and wellbeing. A 

number of studies (Carswell et al., 2009; Edge & Newbold, 2013; El-Awad, Fathi, 

Petermann, & Reinelt, 2017; Jensen et al., 2014; Vervliet, Lammertyn, et al., 2014) have 

suggested that post-migration stressors (discrimination, temporary visas, language 

barriers and limited access to education, inadequate housing, separation from family and 

so forth) might be as detrimental, if not more, to UAM (or refugee youth) mental health 

as traumatic or stressful events pre- and during flight.  

 

Federal and state government policies determine which resources are available and 

accessible to which refugee and asylum-seeking young people and thus influence service 

provision in ways that are overtly political (Ungar, 2011, p. 1743). Distal Decisions have 

direct bearing on the availability of resilience-promoting resources that foster UAMs’ 

ability to cope and do well, however these decisions are often aimed at appealing to voters 

(Fleay et al., 2016; Pickering & Weber, 2014). Indeed, the intractability of punitive 

measures reflects the priorities of successive governments, with advocate, academics and 

practitioners arguing they are harmful to asylum seekers and refugees having had little 

impact. Rather, it is policy working as intended; that is, to create conditions the 

government believes will deter other asylum seekers from coming to Australia by boat or 

will prompt “constructive refoulement” (Mathew, 2013), whereby asylum seekers or 

temporary visa holders opt to ‘voluntarily’ return to their countries of origin. Current 

immigration policies relating to ‘boat people’ entrench structural disadvantage and 

effectively limit opportunities to achieve indicators normatively associated with 
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“successful outcomes”, such as completing high school or tertiary education and finding 

employment. Indeed, former UAMs with PR and citizenship have become objectively 

“successful”. Unaccompanied minors with temporary visas have to “beat the odds” when 

the odds are stacked against them by those who control access to many of the resources 

they need. This then speaks to the importance of the domains of Connection, Education 

and Identity as potential buffers against some of the harshest impacts of Distal Decisions.  

 

As noted above, UAMs with BVEs, TPVs and SHEV saw their biggest challenges and 

obstacles as originating from their visa status. This included barriers to education, 

employment, housing, health, welfare, support services and importantly, a sense of 

security, stability and belonging. These are important elements in the “Indicators of 

Integration” model (discussed further under Distal Decisions x Identity) developed by 

Ager and Strang (2008). As will be discussed throughout this chapter, barriers to the 

domains of Connection and Education limit access to health-sustaining resources, which 

in turn have potentially negative impacts on Identity. Taken together, government 

decision making around the conditions of temporary visas effectively limit opportunities 

to integrate in Australia and reflect government promises that IMAs will “never make 

Australia home”. Thus compounding the persecution UAMs faced in their home 

countries, once in Australia they continued to experience powerful forms of exclusion 

(Sandy Gifford, Correa-Velez, & Sampson, 2009; Nelson, Price, & Zubrzycki, 2017). 

During adolescence, minors are particularly sensitive to feeling accepted and how they 

are viewed by others in their environment and the wider society, and as such “punitive 

and marginalising social policy and social discourse” (Nelson et al., 2017, p. 604) and the 

denial of permanent protection adds to feelings of rejection, insecurity and fear 

(Kalverboer et al., 2017). As Sleijpen  and colleagues (2016) noted in relation to UAMs 

in the Netherlands, the possibility of being sent back to their countries of origin caused 

ongoing stress and fear, and a sense of powerlessness that their lives were at the mercy 

of others. That temporary visas have a negative impact on the mental health and wellbeing 

of refugees in Australia has been well documented (AHRC 2014; HREOC 2004; 

Humpage & Marston, 2006; Kenny & Procter, 2016; Kenny et al., 2016; Mansouri & 

Leach, 2009; McMaster, 2006; Momartin et al., 2006; Steel et al., 2011; Steel et al., 2006).  

 

Distal Decisions x Identity  

 

Anti-asylum seeker discourse in politics, media and public debate was hurtful and 

undermined belonging, even if these negative constructions were resisted 
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Devenney’s (2017) study of UAMs in the UK transitioning from care noted the 

importance of forming a coherent narrative that connected their past, present and future. 

It was found that UAMs with settled immigration status created coherent biographical 

narratives that reconciled their past with a positive imagined future; those without settled 

status struggled to create such biographical narratives and could not imagine the future 

or the past. This resonates with the participants in this study who had BVEs, TPVs or 

SHEVs as they expressed a more tentative idea of the future, and some asserted they do 

not think about, or could not remember, their lives prior to Australia, and instead focused 

on the present whilst trying to make sense of their next steps in the face of barriers to 

resources. Without the safety and security afforded by permanent protection, it is difficult 

for UAMs to recover from past experiences and connect narrative threads to make sense 

of their past and connect it to their present and future lives, a process that helped 

(re)construct their lives in the receiving society (Kohli, 2007).  

 

Anti-asylum seeker discourses are often particularly hostile and distrusting of Afghan and 

other Middle Eastern ‘boat people’ and were hurtful to UAM participants, the majority 

of whom were Hazaras from Afghanistan. During federal elections, the asylum seeker 

debate becomes notable for wedge-politicking and the “race to the bottom” in how harsh 

the two major parties can be to asylum seekers (Every & Augoustinos, 2008; Ferfolja & 

Vickers, 2010; G. Martin, 2015). This discourse is not limited to the election cycle, 

however, as these discourses also feature consistently in newspaper articles, letters to the 

editor, talk-back radio and statements by politicians that featured on news programs 

(Lange et al., 2007; Manne, 2004; Mummery & Rodan, 2003), and these were referred to 

by participants. Whilst former UAM participants rejected these negative characterisations 

and instead asserted that asylum seekers and refugees had made positive contributions to 

society, these pervasive discourses nevertheless undermined their sense of belonging, 

which has been identified by numerous scholars as important for UAM adjustment and 

wellbeing in host societies (Keles et al., 2018; Kohli, 2007; Kohli & Mather, 2003; Miller 

et al., 2013; Wade, 2011). For instance, one participant described feeling “pressurized” 

by politicians and negative discourses about asylum seekers and Muslims at a time when 

he was struggling with PTSD, depression and a sense of isolation. When he caught public 

transport, he thought for many months that no one talked to him because he was Afghan, 

but later realized that in Australia people in general do not talk to each other on public 

transport. Thus, his sense of not being welcome in Australia distorted his interpretation 



 173 

of the new world around him in ways that emphasized his exclusion and ‘otherness’. It 

was only through time and making social connections with kind and supportive people 

that he was able to distance himself from these negative constructions.  

 

One of the markers that indicated that former UAMs in this study were “doing well” and 

adapting successfully to life in Australia was the degree to which they integrated, despite 

facing numerous barriers in doing so. In terms of social identity, integration means 

immigrants can manage a common identity with the receiving culture whilst also 

positively identifying with their heritage culture (Berry, 1997; Hui, Chen, Leung, & 

Berry, 2015). All the participant UAMs balanced the level of cultural and religious 

practice they wanted with a commitment to Australia, desire to integrate and become a 

valued member of society. As discussed in the Findings chapter, they actively learned 

about Australia and its traditions, culture and ways of life by observing others and talking 

to Australians, and that over time their knowledge grew, and they learned to adapt their 

behaviour. This supports research with UAMs in other Western contexts (Derluyn et al., 

2009; Eriksson, Wimelius, & Ghazinour, 2018; Sleijpen et al., 2016). Acculturation 

research has repeatedly found that integration is the most successful acculturation 

“strategy” in terms of acculturative and health-related outcomes (e.g. wellbeing) for non-

dominant group members, and this is a pattern found across cultural groups, at different 

ages and in different settings (Berry, 1997; Hui et al., 2015; Leong, 2014).   

 

Integration is a complex process that varies across individuals and groups in response to 

their social, cultural and political context. Ager and Strang’s Indicators of Integration 

framework (see Figure 4 below) is useful for conceptualising this as the model proposes 

10 domains that correspond with multiple levels of a social-ecological approach (Ager & 

Strang, 2008; Gibbs et al., 2014). The domains are organised according to four overall 

themes: the assumptions and practice regarding the objectives of, and access to, 

citizenship and rights; access and achievement across the sectors of employment, 

housing, education and health; processes of social connection within and between groups 

in the community; and the structural barriers to such connection related to language, 

culture and the safety and stability of the local environment (Ager & Strang 2008). The 

domains are not hierarchically organised and should be understood as co-dependent and 

linked. This framework is particularly useful for understanding integration processes in 

relation to asylum seekers who arrived in Australia by boat, as restrictive and time-limited 



 174 

visas place barriers to accessing the markers and means, social connections, facilitators 

and foundations of integration processes.  

 

Figure 4: Ager and Strang’s (2008) Indicators of Integration model 

 

 

  

It is remarkable that despite facing barriers to each of these domains of integration that 

UAMS with bridging and temporary visas still integrated into their communities to a 

considerable degree. Indeed, they were often the most vocal about “being Australian” and 

feeling that Australia was their home, which was perhaps a response to their insecure 

status and desire to assert that they should be allowed to say and build permanent lives in 

Australia. Despite the positive outcomes they were able to achieve, there was an 

observable difference in the “indicators of integration” between those with bridging and 

temporary visas and those with permanent protection. For instance, of the eight former 

UAMs with either permanent protection or citizenship, all but one attended university, 

were employed (with all those who have completed university in professional positions), 

were living in adequate housing and reported good health and wellbeing, although 

continued separation from family caused continued stress. They also developed social 

capital, with a greater variety of relationships to include bridging, bonding and linking 

social connections, which was facilitated by greater access to sites where these could be 

developed, such as education, skilled employment and access to health and welfare 

services. Having permanent status in Australia afforded a greater degree of safety and 
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stability, as well as rights and citizenship, although as shown in the Findings chapter, 

there were barriers to accessing citizenship for those with PR but who arrived by boat 

seeking asylum.  

 

For those with bridging and temporary visas, the conditions that facilitated integration 

processes were not so robust and instead featured barriers that were difficult to overcome. 

Within the context of UAMs in Australia, government legislation and policy undermined 

the foundational domain of “rights and citizenship” and this was a clear barrier to 

integration. UAMs with temporary visas do not fit within the aim of “settlement” or 

“integration” normally associated with refugee or migrant communities. As noted in 

Chapter One, since 2012 successive Australian Governments have declared that asylum 

seekers who arrive by boat would never settle permanently in Australia (Maley 2010; 

Martin 2015; Rudd, 2013). For asylum seekers not subject to transfer to RPCs, new 

temporary visas and other measures introduced barriers to accessing education, housing, 

employment, welfare systems and refugee and asylum seeker services. Financial 

struggles, short-term visas, developing English language skills, a lack of prior work 

experience and limited opportunities to take part in training programs, sport and 

recreation, further limited the ability of UAMs to engage in integration processes. 

Nevertheless, they are still expected to meet the “markers and means” of integration, 

develop the language and cultural knowledge that facilitates integration and develop 

social connections beyond bonding social capital with others in their community (Ager 

& Strang, 2008). In relation to the domain “Safety and Stability”, although UAMs with 

bridging and temporary visas enjoy immediate safety, this is temporary. Further, many 

experience instabilities in Australia, particularly once they turn 18 and are required to 

become independent with limited resources and while still attending high school.  

 

Lange, Kamalkhani and Baldassar (2007) in their study of Hazara refugees in Albany, 

Australia, distinguished between formal (legal) and substantive (non-legal) citizenship, 

with the latter concerned with the normative or non-legal notion of social membership 

and how people act and are treated in the community. UAMs with BVEs, TPVs and 

SHEVs are denied political rights, and civil and social rights are restricted. However, the 

13 UAM participants without citizenship (including those with PR who had applied years 

earlier but whose applications had not been processed) proudly expressed a sense of 

“substantive citizenship”, where they identified as Australian, strongly felt that this was 

their country, were committed to it. Like the Hazaras in Lange and colleagues’ study 
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(2007), they were determined to repay the kindness shown to them through ongoing 

contribution to Australian society as good citizens. They were aware of the reciprocity of 

being a member of society, with its rights and responsibilities, and the need to take part 

in the civic activities of the community (Lange et al., 2007). UAMs constructed 

themselves as taxpayers, workers, active members of their communities, emphasising 

their connection between the ecological levels of individual, community and the state.  

 

Distal Decisions x Connection  

 

Distal Decisions determine and control access to resources and services that facilitate 

connection to bridging, bonding and linking social capital  

 

It is well established in the literature that social support is protective for refugee and 

asylum-seeking youth in settlement (Fazel et al., 2012). The former UAMs in this study 

developed social networks through their living arrangements (e.g. community detention, 

‘foster care’ with community links or Australian families), access to services (e.g. 

caseworkers, youth workers, psychologists/counsellor-advocates) and resources such as 

education (e.g. bridging and bonding friendships, teachers, mental health and careers 

counsellors). Distal Decisions influenced each of these social networking sites, as the 

Department of Immigration determined where UAMs lived and who they lived with 

(usually trying to keep established relationships together) and their eligibility for services 

and higher education. For temporary visa holders, there were more barriers around 

accessing sites where they could develop bonding, bridging and linking relationships. 

Indeed, it was found that temporary visa holders had less diverse social networks, 

consisting primarily of bonding and linking social capital, with the latter reducing 

significantly once they turned 18. Whilst bonding social capital (discussed further, below) 

was a vital source of social, emotional and material support, UAMs did best when they 

had access to more diverse social networks, as these opened up access to more resources 

and opportunities.  

 

One of the most prominent ways in which Distal Decisions impacted the domain of 

Connection was in relation to family. Whilst their families remained overseas, almost all 

UAMs shielded their families from the challenges they faced in Australia, not wanting to 

worry or disappoint them. This means family expectations are not amended according to 

the realities of UAMs’ circumstances, in Australia, creating further stress and anxiety for 
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UAMs. Further, the impossibility of family reunion created a sense of failure and 

enduring grief at not being able to bring their families to safety (and the constant anxiety 

that something will happen to them), and because separation will be prolonged and 

without remedy. UAMs struggled to communicate this powerlessness to their families, 

instead painting a brighter picture of their time in Australia that resulted in ever-growing 

distance as they reduced contact. This suggests that government assumptions that asylum 

seekers will communicate the harsh conditions to would-be asylum seekers in their 

countries of origin, and thus stem the flow of boats arriving, is flawed. Richardson (2010, 

p. 7) argued that government justifications for harsh policies as ‘sending a strong 

message’ to potential irregular migrants and people smugglers is based on “a flawed and 

outdated view of the communication process and a simplistic understanding of refugee 

audiences”. This also suggests that social workers need to be aware of this tendency 

among UAMs and to support them to maintain relationships with their families and to 

communicate openly with them to ensure they have realistic expectations.   

 

A number of studies have highlighted the importance of family reunion for UAMs in 

terms of their health and wellbeing, and the experiences of P7, discussed in the Findings 

Chapter, provides an illustrative account of this. Studies in Australia (Copolov et al., 

2018; Sandy Gifford et al., 2009) have found that the presence of immediate family in 

Australia was an important predictor of wellbeing among refugee young people. Copolov 

and colleagues’ study focused specifically on Hazara young people and found the 

presence of immediate family to be the only demographic variable that had a statistically 

significant relationship to wellbeing. As will be discussed in the domain of Connection, 

because UAMs by definition are in Australia without their parents and family reunion is 

no longer possible,  it is important that they have the opportunity to develop a sense of 

belonging to at least one kind, caring, proactive and attentive adult who is attuned to their 

feelings (Kohli, 2007).  This thesis also found that developing connections to family in 

the community had a positive impact on UAMs’ reported sense of wellbeing.  

 

Distal Decisions x Education x Identity; Distal Decisions x Education 

 

DEI: Policy Barriers to education prevented UAMs from pursuing their goal of creating 

a better life for themselves, their family and community, as well as developing their 

interests and talents  
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DE: Government decisions to limit access to education for IMAs was met with 

resistance from schools and service providers, and guardianship arrangements led to 

missed opportunities  

 

Because access to higher education was tied to visa status, Distal Decisions significantly 

influenced the availability of education pathways for UAMs. As noted, the reintroduction 

of TPVs effectively prevented holders from pursuing further study, which in turn 

diminished their employment prospects and undermined positive settlement outcomes. 

These barriers include being ineligible for federal government programs designed to 

assist students with financing their tertiary study, such as higher education loan schemes 

(e.g. FEE-HELP and HECS-HELP) and Commonwealth Supported Places. Asylum 

seekers and refugees with temporary visas have to pay international student rates, which 

meant paying upfront and double the amount than for domestic students and was therefore 

impossible. This significantly impacted UAMs’ sense of self because education was 

envisioned as the means to a better life for themselves, their family and community, and 

was central to their sense of purpose in Australia. This also prevented UAMs from being 

able to develop their talents and interests through further education, which in turn would 

lead to greater opportunities for meaningful employment.  

 

The findings of this study strongly suggest that because of the intersection between Distal 

Decisions and Education, the education system must pay attention to the “broader 

dimensions of inequality and disadvantage” to address inequity (Matthews, 2008, p. 32). 

There is also a need for a socio-political approach to education that is attentive to 

settlement conditions that undermine resilience (Matthews, 2008). The advocacy of the 

‘community of rebels’ against the removal of asylum-seeking students from high school 

once they turned 18 is an example of this. Further, messy, bureaucratic and inefficient 

guardianship processes that meant UAMs missed opportunities at school, such as 

attending school camps, because approvals were not granted in time. These systemic 

issues that led to inequity in the education system created further challenges for schools 

trying to support asylum-seeking and refugee background students.  

 

Community of rebels  

 

Very little attention has been paid the vital advocacy work done by schools and contracted 

service providers on behalf of asylum seeking and refugee young people with bridging 
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and temporary visas. Education policy for asylum seeking and refugee young people has 

fluctuated since increasingly punitive measures were first introduced by the Howard 

Government, with sites of resistance forming whenever the federal government attempted 

to strip access to schools for these young people. For instance, Christie and Sidhu (2006) 

note that during the Howard administration, state governments included TPV children in 

their schools and ESL programs, despite not having federal funding to do so. Service 

provider participants noted that in recent years a ‘community of rebels’ formed in 

resistance to the policy of removing asylum seeker students from school once they turned 

18. Schools actively resisted and circumvented government directives and allowed the 

young person to finish their schooling, despite not being funded to do so. Underpinning 

this advocacy and resistance was a commitment to social justice and equity for students, 

which could be considered a socio-political act (Taylor & Sidhu, 2012). As noted by 

Nelson, Price and Zubrzycki (2017) in the context of social work practice, teachers are 

exposed to the daily injustices faced by vulnerable (but motivated and capable) students 

with bridging and temporary visas and the damaging impact that living in a protracted 

state of limbo and uncertainty about their futures has on their lives. It is concerning that 

these actions that were aimed at protecting the best interests of UAMs were in opposition 

to their actual legal guardian, the Immigration Minister. The ‘community of rebels’ were 

vital for ensuring access to education for UAMs in Australia, enabling access to resources 

that promote successful ‘settlement’ outcomes and social inclusion (Block et al., 2014, p. 

1338), through the provision of resources that promote health and wellbeing, social 

connection and which provide the tools and skills necessary to navigate post-secondary 

school life.  

 

In recent years state and territory governments and universities have also begun to address 

the issue of access to education for refugees and asylum seekers. Some universities have 

created scholarships that cover the entire cost of tuition for a degree for asylum seekers 

on bridging visas and/or refugees on TPVs and SHEVs. As noted above, two teachers in 

this study advocated directly to universities to provide scholarships and to raise awareness 

of the issue; they explained that there was widespread ignorance of the issue until the past 

two years or so. State governments in Victoria, New South Wales, Australian Capital 

Territory and South Australia have also offered various supports to access Vocational 

Education and Training (VET), such as concession rates for courses up to a diploma level 

(RCOA). Although these developments are welcome, there are still significant barriers to 

asylum seekers and refugees accessing higher education, such as the loss of income 
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support. In response to this, some institutions have also offered various in-kind supports, 

stipends and living allowances, whilst others have attempted to circumvent the policy 

hurdle by offering successive 12-month courses, so the student could continue to receive 

Special Benefits. Others have studied part-time, so they could also work to support 

themselves financially, but this depends on a scholarship that allows part-time study. 

Although supports and solutions help increase access to university and VET for asylum 

seekers and refugees, many of the initiatives are being instituted by individual 

universities. The issue of barriers to education stem from systemic discrimination and 

underscores the need for a change in government policy that recognises TPV and SHEV 

holders as domestic students, at the very least. Ultimately, however, permanent protection 

should once again by granted to onshore refugees.   

 

Resisting negative discourses  

 

The UAMs in this study were aware of the negative discourses surrounding them and 

were hurt by what they believed were purposeful misrepresentations of who they (and 

others like them) were, their intentions and ability to contribute to society. Ferfolja and 

Vickers (2010, p. 152) assert that these discourses potentially impact the ways in which 

refugee young people interact in schools because “[r]efugee students clearly are not 

invulnerable to such representations nor are they immune from the impacts that such 

negative discourses have on their subjectivity, relationships with others in school or sense 

of belonging in Australian society”. In this exclusionary context, schools can create 

welcoming communities for asylum seeking children and young people and buffer against 

some of the harshest impacts of these policies as well as the potential for social exclusion 

(Block et al., 2014). However, teachers have also been exposed to negative discourses 

and pervasive misinformation about this population. Key informants responsible for 

training workers engaged in direct practice with UAMs commented that some were 

influenced by this discourse and held negative views of the young people they worked 

with and struggled to respond with compassion and understanding to the challenges they 

faced in Australia. In addition to this, the racism experienced by one UAM from his 

teacher – which was expressed as a reluctance to help refugee students, apathy to their 

struggles in class and assertions that he should limit himself to vocational education 

because university would be too hard for him – suggests that these experiences may be 

more widespread.  
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Current discourses around ‘the refugee’ are framed in terms of deficits, for instance that 

they are traumatized and ‘at risk’ and have led to teachers and schools assuming reduced 

competency and assigning them to ‘lower’ classes (Christie & Sidhu, 2006; Ferfolja & 

Vickers, 2010; Keddie, 2012; Sidhu & Taylor, 2007). However, as Youdell (2006) and 

Matthews (2008) assert, ‘refugeeness’ does not determine educational success nor are 

refugees inevitably connected to educational experiences and outcomes. Rather, 

educational success is to a significant degree influenced by explicit discriminatory 

practices and the ways in which pre- and post- ‘settlement’ needs are identified and 

addressed (Matthews, 2008; Youdell, 2006). In other words, it is the ability of their social 

ecologies to meet their needs in meaningful and relevant ways that promote their ability 

to cope and do well in education. Even if schools institute best practice through whole-

school reform and incorporate inclusion and inclusiveness into policy and practice, it does 

not ameliorate the exclusion UAMs face at a structural and discursive level in broader 

society and government policy (Youdell, 2006).  

 

The domain of Connection: Networks of care  

 

After completing participant interviews, what struck me most clearly was that UAMs 

wanted to feel connected to others, in a way that was personal, genuine and affectionate. 

Kohli (2011, p. 315) observed that for children away from family, friends and home, “the 

need to belong to someone, to somewhere, becomes a conscious goal, and the 

refurbishment of ordinary life takes on a precedence that is at times vivid and urgent”. 

One of the biggest challenges UAMs faced was finding people who genuinely cared about 

them and on whom they could rely (Eriksson et al., 2018). In the absence of parents, 

family and friends they left behind in their countries of origin, this need to feel cared for 

and important to others is not surprising and it aligns with what is known about UAMs in 

other western contexts (Eriksson et al., 2018). Underpinning UAMs’ experiences with 

services, caseworkers, education, sports, employment, housing and health were 

relationships. Cassity and Gow (2005, p. 52) similarly asserted that African young 

people’s experiences in Australia “are best understood in relational ways”. Where 

relationships were characterised by respect, genuine interest and kindness, their 

experiences were more positive and helped them cope with the challenges they faced.  

 

As shown in the Findings chapter, building a trusting and human relationship with UAMs 

should be the bedrock on which services and support are provided, and is the 
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responsibility of the professionals who work with them. Under this domain, I will discuss 

the importance of service providers helping UAMs develop diverse social networks 

because the UAMs in this study did best when they had access to bonding, bridging and 

linking social capital. Helping UAMs develop connections to professionals who can help 

meet their needs in terms of employment, housing, mental health and education (“social 

links”) as well as others in their ethnic, cultural or religious communities (“social bonds”) 

and those from different backgrounds (“social bridges”) should be a high priority. 

Discussion of the domain of “Connection” will first focus on conditions that foster the 

most positive care arrangements, then turn to discussion of social capital and the 

important roles that linking, bonding and bridging social capital play in facilitating 

resilience processes. Throughout this chapter, reference will be made to the factors at 

different levels of UAMs’ ecologies that impact on the domain of “Connection”. A 

conceptual map has been developed that includes the various factors discussed in the 

Findings chapter that impact on UAMs’ connections to others and to resources.  
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Like-family or highly supported home environments 

 

This research echoes a growing body of evidence about the merits of highly supportive 

living environments for UAMs (e.g. Kalverboer et al., 2017; Ní Raghallaigh, 2013; Wade, 

2011). Indeed, what made a difference across care types was the degree to which the 

young people could develop affectionate bonds with their carers who were respectful, 

kind, caring, and who were genuinely interested in them as individuals. These caregivers 

bolstered UAMs’ confidence and self-esteem by providing reassurance and 

encouragement that they had the potential to overcome their challenges in Australia and 

do well, particularly as it related to education. Carers thus needed to provide proactive 

emotional, social and practical support to UAMs, by taking the initiative and finding ways 

to connect and built trust. The importance of building trust has been noted by a number 

of studies with UAMs (Kohli, 2006, 2007, 2011; Ní Raghallaigh, 2013; Ní Raghallaigh 

& Gilligan, 2010; Thommessen et al., 2017) and is reinforced by this research. 

Establishing this trust with young people was essential for being able to respond to their 

needs and ensure they had access to the resources they needed to cope and do well.  

 

A number of studies with unaccompanied minors in Western contexts have highlighted 

the merits of like-family foster care placements, including feeling cared for, a sense of 

belonging, higher degrees of social support and positive appraisals by UAMs (Kalverboer 

et al., 2017; Ní Raghallaigh & Sirriyeh, 2015; Sirriyeh, 2013; Sirriyeh & Ní Raghallaigh, 

2018; Wade, Sirriyeh, Kohli, & Simmonds, 2012). Article 20, Section 3 of the 

Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC) states that children who cannot live with 

their own parents should preferably be hosted by other families. Whilst it is conventional 

wisdom and practice to place UAMs with carers from the same cultural, ethnic or 

religious background, a growing number of studies are suggesting that carers from 

different backgrounds should also be considered, provided they have the skills to meet 

and respect their cultural and religious needs (Miller et al., 2013; Ní Raghallaigh & 

Sirriyeh, 2015; Sirriyeh, 2013). As noted in the Findings chapter, UAMs who lived with 

Australian families expressed satisfaction with those placements and had very positive 

experiences. The strength of the placements with Australian families appear to lie in the 

development of ‘like-family’ bonds where the young people were active members of 

household, included in daily life, had their achievements celebrated, were given daily care 

and attention, emotional support and encouragement, as well as guidance about 

Australian lifestyles and systems (Sirriyeh, 2013). This reciprocal relationship created a 
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sense of normal family life and the UAMs were better able to compensate for the loss of 

their families as they became part of a new social system (Kalverboer et al., 2017). In 

comparison, those who lived with like-ethnic carers had mixed experiences, with most 

akin to a ‘lodging’ arrangement that was more transactional, distant and without the 

development of affectionate bonds or the provision of social, emotional and educational 

support (Sirriyeh, 2013). One UAM lived with family friends and whilst he developed a 

like-family bond with them, their expectations that he pray contributed to the breakdown 

of the arrangement.  

 

This study thus joins a growing number that are highlighting that ‘foster care’ placements 

of UAMs need to be approached with greater nuance and awareness that like-ethnic 

placements are not always the best outcome. Based on the findings of foster care 

placements with UAMs in England and Ireland, Ní Raghallaigh and Sirriyeh (2015, p. 

268) note “it was not necessary to be with a family of their own nationality in order for 

their cultural needs to be met”. Cultural and religious identities are not essential, ‘natural’ 

or fixed qualities or behaviours, but fluid and negotiated; nationality and religion intersect 

with other significant aspects of identity. Considering these nuances, practitioners should 

adopt an individualised approach when deciding whether a ‘matched’ or cross-cultural 

placement would meet the needs of the young person, including their identity 

development needs (Ní Raghallaigh & Sirriyeh, 2015).  

 

Bonding, bridging and linking social capital facilitates navigation and negotiation for 

social, cultural, emotional, material and educational resources that were meaningful 

and relevant  

 

Former unaccompanied minors fared best when they had access to bonding, bridging and 

linking social capital. Involvement in diverse social networks provided opportunities to 

access resources that would otherwise not be available, such as information, employment 

and material resources (Eriksson et al., 2018). It is well supported in the literature that 

social support is important for helping young refugees cope and deal with problems (Edge 

et al., 2014; Groark, Sclare, & Raval, 2010; Mels, Derluyn, & Broekaert, 2008; Ní 

Raghallaigh & Gilligan, 2010; Rousseau et al., 1998; Sleijpen et al., 2016). As noted by 

Edge and colleagues (2014), perceived social connectedness is paramount to wellbeing 

and belonging to social systems (e.g. families, sports teams) or communities open up 

access to social support and helps build self-esteem and self-efficacy. This study found 
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that this social support stemmed from three different kinds of networks: professional 

workers (linking social capital), like-ethnic friends (bonding social capital), and 

‘Australians’ in general (bridging social capital) (Eriksson et al., 2018). Together, they 

facilitated access to social, physical and material resources that sustained wellbeing. As 

Correa-Velez and colleagues (2010) assert, social capital helps refugees become 

established in their new home. Thus, settlement support should facilitate opportunities for 

refugees to participate and develop a sense of belonging to both their ethnic or cultural 

community and the broader ‘host’ community.  

 

Bonding social capital  

 

Bonding social capital, particularly with other UAMs, was a vital and enduring source of 

emotional, social and material support for participants in this study. Bonding social 

capital refers to strong links between people who are similar to each other and who share 

common experiences, such as culture, language, history (Eriksson et al., 2018). Like-

ethnic friends became UAMs’ new family in Australia and became extremely important 

as they created special bonds built on trust, mutual help and support and shared 

experience. Participants felt they could rely on other UAMs in times of need and those 

with BVEs and TPVs emphasised the importance of other UAMs for “survival” through 

sharing money, food and shelter, and this was also observed by service providers. Former 

UAMs in this study also noted that their like-ethnic friends also helped with school work 

and helped navigate and orientate themselves in this new society. These friends were 

often their only enduring social connection once they turned 18, and as such, were a long-

lasting source of help and support through which they secured resources, found job 

opportunities, sought guidance and advice, as well as fun and distraction (Groark et al., 

2010; Kalverboer et al., 2017).  

 

Bonding social capital can be facilitated by the social ecologies of UAMs, at the 

interpersonal, organisational, community and societal level. Most UAMs lived with other 

minors from the same background (e.g. Hazaras lived with other Hazaras) and attended 

schools with significant numbers of like-ethnic students. This enabled the formation of 

strong relationships with others who shared similar experiences and with whom they 

could cook and share food from home, play and listen to folk music and play sports (either 

informally at the park or in organised teams, such as the soccer league that consisted 

predominantly of young men on bridging and temporary visas who cannot afford to play 
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in traditional clubs). However, it should not be assumed that similarity in background 

automatically leads to friendship, some UAMs and service providers talked about tension 

between “boys” in the community house. Further, some UAMs do not live in community 

houses but with Australian carers and attend schools without like-ethnic students. One 

UAM who had lived in community detention was completely unaware of the community 

events that took place in Dandenong, such as Nawroz Fesitval.  

 

At the interpersonal level, caseworkers have a responsibility to inform UAM clients 

about, and facilitate opportunities to take part in, community events and organisations, 

volunteering opportunities, sports teams, homework clubs run by like-ethnic student 

clubs and training and/or mentoring programs. The availability and sustainability of each 

of these resources is also dependent on supportive city councils and state governments 

who provide permits, funding and multicultural policies that support thriving 

communities that celebrate diversity, as well as committed community members who 

organise and mobilise resources and create opportunities to participate and contribute to 

community. University was also key site for developing bonding social capital. One 

former UAM started an Afghan club at his university with other Afghan students, and 

they met with club members every two weeks. Universities that offer the opportunity for 

students to create cultural clubs is important for facilitating the developing of bonding 

social capital. Connecting to others who share similar backgrounds and experiences can 

thus help foster a sense of belonging while at university. The provision of scholarships, 

particularly for bridging and temporary visa holders is also important for ensuring 

students from refugee-producing countries have the opportunity to access tertiary 

education.  

 

Linking social capital 

 

Linking social capital relates to social institutions of power and influence, such as 

institutions, agencies and services, that facilitate access to valuable information and 

opportunities (Eriksson et al., 2018). Interactions with ‘social links’ occur within explicit, 

formal or institutionalised power or authority hierarchies. Considering the centrality of 

social links in the lives of UAMs, and the responsibility of professionals for ensuring the 

complex needs of UAMs are met, this thesis placed particular focus on understanding the 

role of linking social capital in facilitating resilience processes and how practice could be 

strengthened in the future. It was found that connections to “social links” (most notably 
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caseworkers, community house workers, teachers and counsellor-advocates), could have 

powerful transformative potential because they provided practical, emotional, social and 

material support and facilitated access to a range of health-sustaining resources 

(Devenney, 2017; Roberts et al., 2017).   

 

As noted in the Findings, UAMs wanted to develop a “human connection” with 

professionals who were genuinely interested in who they were as individuals and who 

recognised the potential they had, listened, showed respect and kindness, and took the 

time to build trust. When this occurred, the UAMs felt they received more individualised 

support that connected them to services that were meaningful and relevant to their 

interests and aspirations, and they expressed a higher degree of social, emotional and 

material support. Kohli (2006, p. 4) supports this conclusion, noting in a study of social 

workers and UAMs in the UK that “effective practice appeared to contain at its core an 

emotional commitment by the social workers towards the young people, based on a 

complex and robust relationship”. In the Findings chapter, I explained how social workers 

could build trust and connection with an unaccompanied child or young person. These 

were: “go slowly, be human, build trust”; explain and inform; listen and bear witness; 

provide practical help and connect to opportunities and resources; and be flexible and 

responsive. Taken together, these practices reflected what UAMs found most helpful 

about the support provided by professionals and caring adults.  

 

It appears that UAMs wanted caseworkers to be “humanitarians” and “confederates”, 

according to Kohli’s (2006) typology of social work practice with UAMs in the UK.  

“Humanitarians” focus on meeting practical needs and making sure their daily lives 

worked in an orderly way in relation to shelter, care, food, money, schooling, medical 

care, welfare, legal representation and safe networks of friends and community. UAMs 

in this study wanted practical help that connected them to meaningful and relevant 

resources, as well as explanation and information about systems (e.g. education, health, 

welfare) and opportunities (e.g. scholarships, homework clubs, mental health, training, 

cultural activities). Kohli (2006, 5) describes workers who focus on this domain as 

“resources holders” who can act as mentors and advocate for and facilitate navigation to 

resources within local formal networks. Nelson, Price and Zubrzycki (2017, p. 602) note 

that a key element of social work practice is “advocacy through the gathering of 

resources, the creation of networks of support and the creation of pathways for practical 

action”. This captures part of what is meant by the “domain of connection” in this thesis 
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but excludes the importance of UAMs feeling connectedness with others. That is, it is not 

enough that social workers connect UAMs to resources and social networks and to 

explain and inform, because UAMs need to feel a sense of human connection to the social 

worker for that relationship to be most effective (Kalverboer et al., 2017; Kohli, 2006). 

Indeed, I argue that feeling connected to others - whether social workers, teachers, 

schools, carers or friends – is the key ingredient of supportive relationships, rather than 

their instrumental value. Whilst it is vital that service providers connect UAMs to 

resources and others in their communities, their ability to do so in a way that is meaningful 

and relevant to the young person is enhanced when they can build an affectionate, warm, 

trusting relationship and sense of connection with them. 

 

The development of a genuine connection between the social worker and the UAM is 

central to the “confederate” mode of social work. Confederates work with the young 

person to co-construct a fresh start in their new societies and actively develop a flexible 

and durable relationship where they come to know and like the young person. These 

workers help UAMs “regenerate the rhythm of ordinary life” and who help them make 

the most of their own strengths and capabilities (Kohli, 2006, p. 7). Confederates acted 

in ways that UAMs in the present study expressed preference for, which was to look for 

and find “resilience in the young people and their contexts…expressed fondness and 

attachment towards them, making the line between friendship and professional help less 

distinct” (Kohli, 2006, p. 7). Acting as collaborators aligned with the wish to “go slowly, 

be human, build trust”. UAMs who had social workers or youth workers who embodied 

the “confederate” role reported higher satisfaction, a greater deal of support, and the 

feeling of being loved and cared for.  

 

P6 recounted an experience that illustrates how this type of support can make a difference 

in their lives. He explained that his caseworker went above and beyond to help him access 

high school and then university. His caseworker also showed up to his house when she 

discovered he needed urgent medical attention but was refusing to go to the doctor. P6 

explained that a doctor had previously admonished him for going to the doctor because 

he was using taxpayer money; he felt guilty and did not want to be a burden on society 

and so resolved to not use the medical system in Australia. Roberts and colleagues (2017) 

found that accounts of accessing healthcare services usually featured someone who cares, 

often a supportive carer or professional. One youth worker participant had maintained an 

affectionate and enduring relationship with a former UAM once their formal relationship 



 190 

ended, described him as a “little brother” who had become part of his, and his family’s, 

life (e.g. taking him on holiday or going on day trips together). Like the “confederates” 

described by Kohli, he admired the young person’s resilience, saw him as deserving of 

support and he was committed to their relationship. Eriksson, Wimelius and Ghazinour 

(2018) and Kalverboer and colleagues (2017) found that UAMs wanted a substitute mum 

or dad with whom they could have an enduring relationship with once they turned 18.  

 

However, as noted by S25 (national manager) in the Findings, behaving in such a way 

crossed professional boundaries for caseworkers and was discouraged by their employers, 

who suggested they explain and reinforce to the young person the limited role of the social 

worker (also see Kalverboer et al., 2017). There appears to be discrepancy between the 

wishes of UAMs and the official tasks of their social workers (Kalverboer et al., 2017; 

Kohli, 2006). As Kohli (2006) noted, the confederate mode of social work is little 

reported in refugee literature. This research suggests this deserves greater attention and 

consideration by researchers, policy makers and practitioners. For instance, there may be 

a need to reconsider and negotiate the role of the social worker in the context of UAMs, 

so it is more akin to the guardianship role of social workers in the Netherlands (e.g. doing 

fun activities together or going on outings). However, this may not be reasonable in the 

Australian context, and so social workers should be aware of the importance of ensuring 

UAMs have adults in their social networks with whom they can enjoy an enduring and 

supportive relationship once they turn 18.   

 

Although less mentioned by UAMs in the context of social workers, “the witnesses” 

attempt to understand the young person’s emotional words and help them lay to rest the 

ghosts of their past (Kohli, 2006). Their focus is on helping them make peace in their 

inner worlds by “listening and not moving away from the young people’s grief as it ebbed 

and flowed” and provide the chance to tell their stories (Kohli, 2006, p. 6). Over time, 

these workers built mutual trust and affection with the young person, who would feel 

comfortable sharing their distress and seeking support in connecting past and present and 

their inner and outer worlds. Only P11 described having someone who listened and acted 

in ways that corresponded with “bearing witness”. He felt her actions helped him work 

through his feelings of grief and loss without judgement or empty platitudes. Several 

service providers also talked about the need to offer this support to UAMs but that doing 

so was difficult and emotionally draining for the worker. Kohli (2006) notes that social 
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workers would deal with the intensity of offering this type of support by moving into the 

“humanitarian” position, where they offered comfort by providing practical help.  

 

Contributing to young people’s desire for caseworkers who could work within and across 

each of the domains identified by Kohli was that the fact that they did not have the 

construct of ‘social worker’ within their cultural frames and so drew on the familiar 

constructs of “family, friend, companion and mentor” (Kohli, 2006, p. 8). Further, based 

on the findings of this thesis, as well as from studies conducted in other Western contexts, 

it appears as though UAM needs are best met by working across each of the social work 

practice domains identified by Kohli, and in accordance with the five practices identified 

in this study as being the most helpful and promotive of their resilience. The experiences 

of UAMs and service provider participants suggests that caseworkers, youth workers and 

other professionals can best provide practical help and connection to meaningful and 

relevant services through developing a trusting connection with the young person that 

allows them to feel safe enough to share their worries, distress, challenges, interests and 

aspirations for the future. The UAMs in this study who felt disconnected and distant from 

their caseworkers did not turn to them for help or see them as a source of support that can 

help them navigate their new lives in Australia. The findings from this study endorses 

Kalverboer and colleagues’ (2017, p. 593) assertion that social workers should pay “real 

attention” and “take time to really talk with the minors.”  

 

Considering the challenges posed to service providers in playing such a crucial role in the 

lives of UAMs and in providing such comprehensive support, it is important that they 

receive training about the complex needs and circumstances of UAMs, as well as ongoing 

support and supervision (Eriksson et al., 2018). Further, the context surrounding young 

people who arrived as asylum seekers, largely by boat without visas, is “highly 

politicised, disempowering and demoralising” (Nelson et al., 2017, p. 604), and workers 

are confronted with daily injustices against their clients. Workers become aware of the 

ways in which their vulnerable clients continue to live in limbo, “suspended in perpetual 

uncertainty compounded by policies that marginalise them” (Nelson et al., 2017, p. 604). 

However, service providers also demonstrated the ways in which both service providers 

and UAMs have some agency and ability to manoeuvre and that “small acts of resistance 

to dominant discourses and policies” can offer practical ways forward. Examples from 

this study include the “community of rebels” who refused to expel asylum seeking 

students when they turned 18 and caseworkers and psychologists working hard to find 
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schools willing to accept their client and provide scholarships. Caseworkers, youth 

workers and teachers also provided practical help and support by connecting UAMs to 

opportunities that would strengthen their scholarship applications for university, such as 

volunteering and community engagement (e.g. helping organise a festival) and 

participating in leadership programs and training. Facilitating access to education in a 

context of policy and structural barriers is one of the most important ways service 

providers can support the resilience of UAMs and resist oppressive power structures. As 

noted by Nelson, Price and Zubrzycki (2017), the values of human rights and social 

justice are important to the social work profession and this becomes incredibly important 

in the context of unaccompanied asylum seekers in Australia.  

 

Bridging social capital  

 

Bridging social capital (links between people from different backgrounds) was less 

available to UAMs than bonding and linking social capital and as a result, featured less 

prominently across the whole sample in relation to resilience. However, for those who 

did develop social bridges, these relationships proved to be highly important for helping 

UAMs adapt to life in Australia through learning English and about Australian culture, 

norms, behaviour and ways of life, and by fostering a sense of equality, belonging and 

acceptance and reducing isolation (Ager & Strang, 2008; Eriksson et al., 2018). 

Improving English language competency was incredibly important for building social 

networks, interacting with authorities (e.g. reading letters from Centrelink or the 

Immigration Department) and being able to understand people in the community (e.g. at 

school, at work, doctors, while out and about) (Ager & Strang, 2008; Eriksson et al., 

2018). Further, being able to read English was important for being able to navigate to 

information and resources online, such as applying for jobs and reporting to Centrelink.  

 

Contacts with Australians outside of the social links discussed above largely consisted of 

friends and peers at school and university, in sports teams (particularly soccer and 

cricket), and through pursuing hobbies and interests. Education and sports have been 

identified in the literature as the most common ways for asylum seeking and refugee 

young people to meet receiving society peers (Block & Gibbs, 2017; Jeanes, O’ Connor, 

& Alfrey, 2015; Kalverboer et al., 2017). Friendships with Australian peers were largely 

developed through school, and most prominently for students who attended schools with 

lower numbers of like-ethnic students. They explained that with their Australian-born 
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friends they “just do normal stuff”, like go to house parties, play sports and go the gym 

and hang out. As Sleijpen and colleagues (2016) noted of UAMs in the Netherlands, they 

avoided talking about traumatic or distressing experiences with these friends as they felt 

they would not understand; they wanted to move on from these experiences. These 

friendships seemed to offer fun, distraction, a sense of ‘normality’ and taught them about 

‘typical’ adolescent experiences in Australia.  

 

Whilst UAMs met Australian peers while playing sports, they were usually on a different 

team, as they mostly played with other like-ethnic friends or with other migrants. The 

cost of membership to sports clubs was a barrier, and one that service providers could 

overcome by developing partnerships with local sports teams so that UAM clients would 

have reduced fees. However, a caseworker and team leader noted that in some cases non-

inclusive clubs were also a barrier, as UAM clients did not feel welcomed or included 

(Block & Gibbs, 2017; Jeanes et al., 2015). Worryingly, incidents of racism had largely 

occurred while playing sport, with UAMs being told to “go back where you came from” 

or verbally abused; this was by Australians as well refugees and/or migrants from other 

backgrounds. Further, their teams consisted of their friends, who were mostly like-ethnic 

peers or other newly-arrived migrants. Despite many of the UAMs in this study being 

active in sports, none played on a team with Australian peers.  

 

Two UAMs in this study were invited to spend time with Australian families and this 

coincided with times when they were struggling with mental health and separation from 

their families. In both cases, this connection was born out of proactive efforts of caring 

adults who invited them into their homes and spent time with them. This was an incredibly 

positive experience for both, as they enjoyed a sense of belonging, acceptance and 

connection, and could receive social, emotional and educational support in a family 

environment that was “splendid in its ordinariness” (Kohli, 2011, p. 312). As noted above, 

one youth worker had developed a strong bond with a UAM and once they had “aged 

out” of the system, they maintained contact. The worker spoke with the young person 

regularly on the phone, took him on outings to sports games (which he paid for) and took 

him on holidays to the beach with his wife. He recalled a “beautiful moment” when he 

told the young person that his wife was having a baby and the young person said, “I’m 

going to be an uncle!”; he was happy that the young person put himself at the level of 

family because he noted it took a long time to develop the trust and connection to get to 

that point. The positive impact these experiences had on UAMs suggests that engaging 
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facilitating access to families in the community should be a focus of social work practice 

with UAMs.  

 

The domain of Education: The bridge to a better life 

 

The domain of Education was of central importance to the resilience of UAMs in this 

study. Educational resilience means being able to achieve ‘successful’ outcomes in school 

in a context of stressful events and conditions that place young people at risk of 

performing poorly or of dropping out (Alva, 1991; Rana et al., 2011). I argue that it is 

also the capacity of their social ecologies to facilitate access to education, support 

continued engagement and the achievement of positive outcomes. It is only through 

considering the context in which the education of UAMs takes place - support networks, 

schools and education providers, communities and policy - that a fuller picture of enablers 

and risk factors can be recognised, and intervention points identified. Indeed, it was found 

that the domain of Education was highly interactive, and educational attainment required 

the young person and their social environment (at the interpersonal, community and 

organisational level) to interact in ways that potentiated positive educational outcomes. 

This included resources outside the classroom, such as access to mental health support, 

volunteering, careers programs, advocacy by schools and service providers. The 

“interaction points” between the domains of Education, Connection, Identity and Distal 

Decisions will be explored following a discussion of the school-level factors identified in 

the Domains of Facilitated Resilience framework as being important by UAM and key 

informant participants. The UAM participants were eager to talk about high school in 

comparison to English as a Second Language (ESL) schools, as they saw transitioning to 

Australian schools as their most important priority when they were first moved into the 

community. As such, the focus on schooling in this thesis reflects the priorities of UAMs 

and the significance it held for understanding resilience processes.  

 

There is a small but growing body of literature detailing how schools can effectively 

support UAM students through the numerous challenges involved in learning English, 

navigating an unfamiliar education system and recovering from the disruption and 

possible trauma resulting from the forced migration experience. Based on the insights of 

UAMs and key-informants, in particular teachers at a school with a high proportion of 

refugee- and migrant-background students, two school-level factors were identified as 

being the most important for helping young people cope with the challenges they faced 
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in school and preparing them for life beyond when barriers to education intensify. These 

will be discussed in turn. The first factor was a “whole-school approach” to supporting 

asylum seeker and refugee students. The second was the development of expertise by 

teachers and schools to tailor education and support programs to the needs of refugee-

background and asylum seeker students. Within these are a range of initiatives, resources 

and practices that help UAMs cope and do well in education, which have been mapped 

onto a social ecological framework below (Figure 6). This map is useful for understanding 

how a young person’s education is impacted by a range of factors at different levels of 

their ecology. These factors will be returned to and explored in the discussion of how 

education interacts with the other domains in the model. Whilst these factors were mostly 

discussed in relation to high school, they are also relevant for higher education institutions 

such as university and TAFE.  

 

A ‘whole school’ approach 

 

Two key informant participants and former UAMs provided valuable insights into the 

ways school structures can create a more inclusive and supportive environment for 

humanitarian students, and UAMs in particular. The two key informants discussed the 

restructuring of their school with the explicit intention of meeting the complex needs of 

their diverse student body that included a high proportion of asylum seeker and refugee 

background young people24. These changes aligned with a whole-school or ‘holistic’ 

approach that Arnot and Pinson (2005) assert is central to best practice education for 

humanitarian background students. Importantly, the whole-of-school reform at the 

participants’ school included the principal, teaching and support staff through 

professional development, workshops and staff meetings in order to foster equitable and 

sensitive education for students. Block and colleagues (2014) report that increased 

awareness among school staff about the specific educational and welfare needs of 

refugee-background students was crucial for motivating and facilitating changes to school 

practices. Pastoor (2015) also noted the importance of school structures that facilitate the 

identification, monitoring and referring of unaccompanied refugee students in order to 

support their academic development and psychosocial wellbeing. The ‘whole school’ 

approach used the key informants’ school demonstrates how this can occur, with students 

                                                 
24 Although not mentioned by the two teacher participants, their school took part in Foundation House’s 

School Support Program, which supported schools to make these changes. See Block et al. (2014) for more 

information about this program.  
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with “funny visas” (including bridging, temporary and orphan visas) given extra 

admission and induction support to assist with choosing subjects (a challenge identified 

by UAMs in this study) and to increase knowledge of the Australian school system, as 

well as one-on-one and group meetings before transitioning into the next grade to assess 

their progress and whether additional supports needed to be provided, including referrals 

to external agencies.  

 

At the teacher participants’ school, multiple specialist external agencies provided 

professional development, ran programs for students and conducted individual 

consultations (e.g. mental health support) and university students and volunteers from a 

migrant resource centre provided assistance with school. Making available external 

specialist refugee mental health workers within the school was an important way of 

reducing barriers to this service for young people who may be reluctant to seek out such 

supports outside of school (Ungar, 2011). Gibbs and colleagues (2014) and Pastoor 

(2015) note that schools are well positioned to provide an access point for mental health 

supports. Taylor and Sidhu (2012) and Pastoor (2015) assert that multi-agency 

connections are necessary to meet the complex needs of refugee and asylum-seeking 

students in schools. In addition to fostering links with local agencies and the wider 

community, and in accordance with best-practice approaches (Taylor & Sidhu, 2012), 

teachers also tried to have parent-teacher interviews with caseworkers (as UAMs, by 

definition, did not have parents who could attend), but acknowledged that this had 

become increasingly difficult as caseworkers had become “remote administrators” in the 

wake of new government contracts. 
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Developing partnerships between schools and agencies is complex but can increase the 

capacity of schools to provide specialized support, either within the school or through 

collaborating with external services (Block et al., 2014; Pastoor, 2015, 2017; Taylor & 

Sidhu, 2012). Further, this increases UAMs’ knowledge of, and access to, health-

sustaining resources they need to sustain engagement in education in the face of numerous 

ongoing challenges that can become overwhelming. Indeed, the UAM participants who 

attended this school enjoyed the ‘softness’ of its teachers and the familial-like 

environment it fostered where they felt highly supported, cared for as well as a sense of 

belonging and attachment. It was also noted that the school was flexible and responsive 

to their needs after engaging in consultations with UAM students (which will be discussed 

further below). Thus, it appears that a ‘holistic model’ of education is better able to 

address the multiple complex learning, social and emotional needs of asylum seeker and 

refugee-background students. However, as Block and colleagues (2014) point out, such 

interventions (including those detailed below) are rare in Australian schools, even among 

those with a high proportion of refugee and asylum-seeking students.  

 

Developing expertise  

 

Supporting refugee and asylum-seeking students in high school requires teachers or 

careers counsellors to develop expertise in order to provide accurate information and 

practical guidance about the educational and career pathways available to students with 

various visa status’. The two teachers in this study demonstrated that it was a proactive, 

engaged and ongoing process that required persistence and patience. In an effort to 

understand the complex situations of refugee and asylum-seeking students, such as visa 

categories and their entitlements and barriers in relation to education pathways, the 

teachers spoke to universities and TAFEs to learn information about scholarships and 

funding. They also advocated to universities to provide scholarships because they could 

see the frustration and loss of hope among their students who had very little prospect of 

being able to pursue further education, even if they did well at school. By connecting with 

higher education providers, the teachers hoped to organise and mobilise resources for 

disadvantaged students whom they saw as deserving of the opportunity (Gibbs et al., 

2014). The teachers wanted to provide “factual hope” to students with realistic pathways 

to help them work towards their goals in a context that was disempowering and 

undermined hope. Underlying their commitment to helping asylum seeking and refugee 

students were values of social justice and equity (Taylor & Sidhu, 2012).  
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Education x Identity 

 

Navigating and negotiating for resources needed to do well in education, build a better 

life and develop a positive identity and sense of wellbeing 

 

The UAM participants in this study were highly motivated to pursue and do well in 

education in Australia. They wanted to become engineers, lawyers, social workers, health 

workers, entrepreneurs, accountants and advocates; careers they felt would enable them 

to help others (Cassity & Gow, 2005). A number of studies with UAMs have noted that 

education is a top priority for UAMs as it is considered the bridge to a better future, and 

allowed them to feel a greater sense of control and hope as they reconstructed their lives 

and embraced new opportunities and challenges (Groark et al., 2010; Kalverboer et al., 

2017; Mels et al., 2008; Oppedal et al., 2017; Pastoor, 2015, 2017; Rana et al., 2011; 

Roberts et al., 2017; Sleijpen et al., 2016; Uptin et al., 2013; Wade, 2011). Evidence 

suggests that education is indeed the bridge to a better life. Ross and Wu (1995, p. 719) 

highlighted the bi-directional influence of education and wellbeing, finding that 

educational success was associated with a greater sense of control, improved economic 

conditions, employment in “fulfilling, subjectively rewarding jobs”, higher levels of 

social support and social inclusion, and overall improved psychological and physical 

health (Block et al., 2014). Ross and Wu (1995) argued that educational attainment 

improves health directly and indirectly, through improved work and economic conditions, 

social-psychological resources and healthy lifestyles.  

 

Not identified elsewhere in the literature was the close connection between the 

experiences of persecution, where education was denied or interrupted, and UAMs’ 

“hunger” for education. It was found that when UAMs in this study talked about the 

importance of education they usually connected this to the denial of education in their 

past, and of their belief that education was important for building a tolerant and peaceful 

society. As previously noted, Devenney (2017) posits that education is the conduit for 

connecting past, present and future into a coherent narrative that provides meaning and 

purpose as they built new lives in receiving countries (also see Brownless & Finch, 2010). 

UAMs also talked about cultural and parental values that emphasised importance of 

education but as Sleijpen and colleagues (2016) caution, the desire to succeed and meet 

family expectations also increased the burden of responsibility. UAMs in this study 
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reported the dual pressures of doing well at school and university whilst simultaneously 

providing financial support to their families25. UAM participants thus pursued education 

with a strong sense of purpose that helped them persevere and be persistent as they 

navigated towards, and negotiated for, the resources they needed. 

 

Education x Connection x Identity; Education x Connection  

 

ECI: Bridging, bonding and linking social capital provides care and emotional support 

to bolster confidence and sustain engagement in education and persevere through 

challenges  

 

EC: Bridging, bonding and linking social capital that provide information and support 

and facilitate navigation and negotiation for resources they need to do well in 

education 

 

As a number of studies have detailed, UAMs face significant challenges when they begin 

high school in receiving countries. These challenges can relate to pre-settlement factors, 

including protracted periods of displacement and interrupted schooling, with some having 

limited or no official schooling; and exposure to mental and physical trauma and violence 

(Block et al., 2014; Ferfolja & Vickers, 2010; Pastoor, 2015, 2017). However, this 

research, along with a growing number of other studies, has found that post-settlement 

factors, likely impose greater challenges to UAMs ability to sustain engagement and do 

well in education (Block et al., 2014; Ferfolja & Vickers, 2010). These post-settlement 

factors include learning to navigate new institutional settings and education systems, 

adapting to expectations and the culture of formal secondary education, learning English, 

a lack of preparation for subject-specific literacy and content demands in secondary 

schooling, fitting in and making friends, living arrangements that may not be conducive 

to study at home, as well as negative stereotypes and discrimination (Block et al., 2014; 

Ferfolja & Vickers, 2010; Uptin et al., 2013). Once they turn 18 and are allowed to work, 

UAMs must also then balance work and study. In addition, they were balancing high 

expectations of family concerning their ability to pursue prestigious degrees, send 

remittances, and bring them to safety in Australia whilst facing structural barriers to 

fulfilling all three.  

                                                 
25 While living in community detention, UAMs were not allowed to work legally. However, when they 

turned 18 and moved into private accommodation, they began working to support their families while still 

attending high school.   
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The findings of this study, supported by others, suggest that what makes a difference is 

having a support network that can provide social and emotional support, guidance and 

practical help, in addition to educational support. Most important, it seems, was emotional 

support offered through kindness, encouragement and reassurance that UAMs had the 

capacity to do well, and which bolstered their confidence and enabled them to sustain 

engagement in education. This support was critical for the majority of UAMs in this 

study, as they had at one point wanted to drop out of school because they felt 

overwhelmed by the challenges they faced. It was thanks to teachers, school counsellors, 

caregivers (e.g. carers, youth workers), their mothers at home, caseworkers and adult 

friends that they were able to overcome this and stay at school. Rana and colleagues’ 

(2011) study of South Sudanese UAMs in the USA “confirmed the important roles of 

parents, teachers, and school counsellors in educational success for at-risk youth”. Whilst 

intrinsic motivation was important, to identify the range of factors that contributed to 

positive educational outcomes it was necessary to pay attention to the support provided 

by social networks. Remaining at school enabled these young people to finish year 12 

and go to university (if they had PR, or if they were awarded a scholarship), which led to 

meaningful employment. This underscores that resilience is not a static, inherent capacity 

of an individual but a process that is proactively facilitated by their social networks.  It is 

unreasonable to expect that because a young person is generally ‘resilient’ that this will 

remain consistent throughout their ‘settlement’ journey.  

 

Further, schools offer an important site of belonging, social inclusion and ‘cultural 

citizenship’. Cassity and Gow (2005) assert that refugee young people need to identify a 

community in which they can safely belong and that for many, schools fulfil this need 

(also see Pastoor, 2015, 2017). As Wade (2011) asserts that education is important for 

social inclusion as it may broaden social networks and reduce feelings of dislocation for 

former unaccompanied minors. Schools are also an important site for ‘cultural 

citizenship’ which can be defined as “experiences of attachment and belonging to a 

society, which occur at the level of everyday lived experiences”, and for refugee youth, 

“their primary experiences of belonging in Australian society occur at their schools” 

(Cassity & Gow, 2005, p. 52). Indeed, UAMs spent much of their time at school when 

they first settled in the community and as such, schools played a significant role in 

establishing meaningful connections to Australian society as well as a sense of belonging 

in Australia (Gifford et al., 2009; Uptin, et al., 2013; Verkuyten & Thijs, 2004; and 
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Pastoor, 2017, in the Norwegian context). Of central importance to fostering a sense of 

belonging was kind, caring, supportive and attentive teachers who showed personal 

interest in their lives, and this resonates with the findings of Pastoor (2015) with UAMs 

in Norway. One participant explained that his teachers would regularly ask after his 

family and ask how he was feeling, which made him “feel good” and more comfortable 

and that “I loved to study more when they talk to us like that”. Teachers consistently 

featured as influential people in their lives, inspiring them to learn and became a familiar 

person to whom they could go to for help and support. Developing a friendship network 

(consisting of both social bridges and/or social bonds) at school was also important for 

developing a sense of belonging and attachment to school, as well as helping them with 

English and school work and adapting to life in Australia.  

 

A number of UAMs also mentioned that their schools were highly multicultural and that 

this was important for helping them feel comfortable, accepted and positive about their 

own ethnic identity. This connects with research that asserts that multicultural education 

and the presence of multiculturalism in schools positively affects self-esteem for ethnic-

minority students (Verkuyten & Thijs, 2004). Further, the UAMs in this study also talked 

about enjoying a newfound sense of equality in this multicultural context, which was a 

powerful feeling given their ethnicity was the reason for persecution in their home 

countries. Feelings of welcome and acceptance were also a buffer against the negative 

discourses surrounding their markers of identity, such as ‘asylum seeker’, ‘refugee’, ‘boat 

person’, ‘Muslim’, ‘Afghan’. Most UAMs in this study attended schools that had 

significant numbers of like-ethnic students, while three attended schools where they were 

the only Afghan or humanitarian student but was otherwise multicultural. There are 

advantages and disadvantages to both (Cassity and Gow 2005), and their social similarity 

or dissimilarity to those around them affected their experience (Verkuyten & Thijs, 2004).  

 

The advantages of being at a school with like-ethnic peers (social bonds) related to 

emotional and social support from people who had similar experiences and could 

understand what they were going through, shared resources and information, and helped 

with translating English and doing school work. The disadvantages related to limiting the 

development of friendships with peers of different backgrounds (social bridges) and 

reducing the need to learn English, although this was only found in a small minority of 

cases. UAMs attending school without like-ethnic peers learned English quickly (and 

used Australian colloquialisms in their speech), and had greater exposure to Australian 
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lifestyles, culture and traditions. They expressed a greater desire to be a ‘typical’ 

Australian young person who did ‘normal’ activities with friends, like going to house 

parties. Whilst their experiences were overwhelmingly positive, one UAM mentioned 

that although he was “famous” at his school, with students and teachers eager to 

acknowledge and welcome him and show empathy for his story, he often felt like he did 

not belong because his English meant that at first, he struggled to understand his classes, 

as well as jokes by Australian friends.  

 

Tailored programs to ‘empower through knowledge’ 

 

Since federal Government policy has hardened and no longer provides permanent 

protection to refugees, schools have had to face the challenge of teaching and supporting 

students who have bridging and temporary visas. These students have an uncertain future 

in Australia, face numerous barriers to accessing further education and employment and 

thus represent a unique cohort that differs from refugees with permanent protection. 

Cassity and Gow (2005) explain that for refugee students who can remain permanently 

in Australia, schools are entrusted with the task of transforming them into national 

citizens; for students with temporary visas, however, this task is complicated and less 

clear. The key informant teachers who participated in this study explained that they 

responded to this challenge by paying attention to the socio-political conditions of 

settlement (Block et al., 2014), developing tailored programs and targeted support that 

aimed to provide practical ways forward for students (Taylor & Sidhu, 2012). They 

placed a crucial role in shaping young people’s futures by providing support and guidance 

to meet their educational goals, such as through developing pathway plans (which 

included alternative plans to support problem solving), and the skills to navigate the 

education system.   

 

The programs also helped with adolescent developmental tasks relating to identity 

formation and learning what one enjoys and is good at, fostering a sense of self-efficacy, 

and of forming plans for the future (Oppedal et al., 2017). The programs were also a 

platform for health promotion, including sexual health and mental health (Patton et al., 

2016; WHO 1998). The development of leadership skills, opportunities for community 

engagement and connections to social networks outside of the school were also important 

features of these programs. These programs align with Gibbs and colleagues’ (2014) as 

well as Pastoor’s (2017) assertion that schools can be a key platform for developmentally 
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and culturally appropriate programs that address psychosocial development of children 

and young people. By developing tailored programs for refugee and asylum-seeking 

students, they were able to develop the tools and confidence to make healthy life choices 

and experience a sense of ‘empowerment through knowledge’ that would assist them in 

achieving positive outcomes once they left school. Thus, schools are an important site for 

developing bridging and linking social capital that can provide information and support, 

provide and mobilise resources to support their education, and facilitate navigation and 

negotiation for resources they need to do well in education, both in school and in post-

secondary education.  

 

However, as noted above, even if UAMs do well in school, take part in programs and 

other activities that increase the likelihood of accessing higher education, they still face 

formidable barriers to doing so. For instance, as P3 explained, the application process for 

universities can be incredibly confusing and difficult to navigate; he felt applying for 

university was the biggest challenge he faced in his education. Part of this related to the 

requirement for online applications, and because information was largely located online; 

UAM participants largely expressed preference for solving issues by going out and 

talking to people. P3 explained that he spoke to several people at university but was 

repeatedly turned away and told he was in the wrong place. Students must also attain 

English level requirements and obtain appropriate documentation (e.g. approved previous 

educational qualifications). Even if accepted into university or TAFE, students must then 

navigate the university system and campus, understand course requirements and purchase 

books, a laptop and other equipment. For the UAMs in this study, these all were 

mentioned as challenges, with some noting that they did not do well in their first semesters 

as they were unaware of systems like Blackboard, where information about their course 

and assessment due dates could be found. Stipends to purchase books and equipment were 

a valuable resource for former UAM participants as it meant they could access the 

resources they needed to do well.  

 

The domain of Identity: Coherence between past, present and future  

 

Identity is complex, multilayered, fluid and dynamic, with each individual negotiating 

multiple identities and social roles that change over time and in relation to context or 

social situation (Giddens & Sutton, 2013). As Edge and colleagues (2014) note, 

adolescence and the transition to adulthood is a particularly important period for identity 
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development. For the purpose of this thesis, the domain of Identity relates to those aspects 

of identity that were central to processes of resilience among UAMs in Australia. It was 

found that having a strong sense of purpose, maintaining a positive relationship with their 

culture of origin whilst at the same time integrating into their new communities was key 

to UAMs ability to cope, persevere and experience a sense of wellbeing. This sociological 

approach to identity explores the ways in which UAMs negotiated and constructed their 

identities in relation to their social context, embedding the young person in their social, 

cultural and political environment and the ways in which their social ecologies facilitated 

this process at the interpersonal, community and societal levels. This domain is also 

interconnected with the others in the Domains of Facilitated Resilience model, with 

Education and Connection being mutually supportive of positive identity development. 

Distal Decisions challenged the development of a positive identity due to strong anti-

asylum seeker discourse in the public sphere, and legislation and policies that frustrated 

their ability to pursue their sense of purpose and which limited their abilities to integrate 

and become permanent members of the Australian society.  

 

A strong sense of purpose to create a better life  

 

The former UAM participants in this study demonstrated an extraordinary ability to 

persevere in extremely challenging circumstances without the support of their parents. 

Their capacity to do so was to a large degree facilitated by their strong sense of purpose 

that guided their actions and provided coherence to their biographical narratives by 

connecting past, present and future (Devenney, 2017). Their sense of purpose was often 

linked to overcoming/moving beyond the experience of persecution and creating a new, 

peaceful life where they can help others, enabling them to connect traumatic pasts with a 

hopeful future. Devenney (2017, p. 1317) noted in her study of UAMs in the UK, that 

they wanted to reciprocate the support they had been provided by their families and host 

societies, and this was “conveyed this through determination to help not just their own 

families but to develop careers that helped their communities”. This resonated with the 

UAMs in this study, as detailed in the Findings chapter, that they were focused on helping 

others, and it was through this concern that they framed their choice of study and future 

careers. The means through which they believed they could realise their goals and 

aspirations was primarily education and finding stable employment. As noted in the 

Findings chapter, it was striking that when asked what “success” would look like to them, 

most UAMs did not talk about goals for themselves as individuals, but as members of 
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families and communities. Becoming educated and finding employment meant they could 

financially support their families overseas, pursue their interests and develop their skills 

and talents, and enable them to be positive and equal members of their communities and 

society at large.  

 

As noted by Vervliet and colleagues (2014), UAMs’ aspirations were influenced by the 

tasks, obligations and hopes their parents and/or family either explicitly or implicitly 

conferred on them. Some mentioned their families had made significant sacrifices for 

them to travel to Australia in search of safety, such as selling their home or land or taking 

loans (which had to be paid back by the young person). Almost all the UAMs in this study 

were the eldest sons in families where fathers, uncles and brothers had been killed or were 

missing. The social role of being the eldest son meant there were expectations placed on 

them to succeed, such as sending remittances, getting an education, finding employment 

and bringing their families to safety in Australia (Monsutti, 2018; Vervliet, Meyer 

Dermott, et al., 2014). Remittances featured strongly among the responsibilities of UAMs 

in this study, reflecting the important role it has played in the Afghan economy and 

Hazara culture, who Monsutti (2005) notes have needed to count on their own resources 

to confront poverty, war and exile.  Scalettaris, Monsutti, and Donini (2019, p. 1) 

observed among young Afghan men their aspirations and decisions were structured by a 

moral economy of migration whereby, 

…migration implies a social system of exchange and redistribution 

between young migrants and their relatives who stayed behind. It is 

underpinned by a code of conduct implying mutual obligations and 

collective responsibilities, by a system of values and solidarity, 

norms and social obligations that defines what it means for them to 

be successful migrants and therefore ‘good men’.  

Devenney (2017, p. 1316) also noted reciprocal arrangements with families left at home 

and the desire of UAMs uphold their responsibilities and return the sacrifices made to 

ensure their safety.  

 

It is underexplored how UAMs negotiated familial and cultural expectations and how 

they influenced their decision-making and priorities. This study has found that once in 

Australia, UAMs bore the responsibility of this social role, which sometimes meant they 

sacrificed their own goals (such as going to school or higher education), in order to work 

and financially support their families. A counsellor-advocate participant referred to this 

as a “collision of needs” that meant some UAMs sacrificed their long-term goals and 
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plans in order to meet their family’s immediate financial needs. The counsellor-advocate 

also observed that these “invisible caring responsibilities” were often overlooked by 

service providers and could result in support that did not respond to the complexities of 

their circumstances. For instance, workers in emergency youth accommodation shelters 

created budgets for the young person that does not include regular payments to their 

families, and as such set unrealistic expectations of the rent, bills and other living 

expenses they can afford to pay. It is vital that workers understand the importance for 

UAMs of sending money to their families, both for the safety and survival of their family 

but also enabling the young person to fulfil their social role and ‘purpose’.  

 

Some former UAM participants identified as ‘asylum seekers’ and/or ‘refugees’ (or 

sometimes ‘former asylum seeker/refugee’). Those committed to advocacy and/or 

volunteering with refugees and asylum seekers strongly identified with this part of their 

identity and it motivated them ‘fight for justice’ in Australia. Interestingly, this strong 

identification was mostly correlated with UAMs who had permanent protection or 

citizenship, and who could address these issues from a place of security compared to 

those on BVE or TPV. For others who were not so passionate about advocacy, the 

asylum-seeking experience was undoubtedly formative and continued to impact them in 

Australia. As noted in the Findings chapter, the denial of education and the traumatizing 

and distressing experiences they went through in their home countries and during their 

journey to Australia were often reformulated into tools to motivate and inspire. The 

pursuit of a better life, coping with adversity, not giving up and maintaining hope for a 

better future had become part of their self-concept. This meant that a number of former 

UAMs (mostly those with PPVs or citizenship) were committed to ‘fighting for justice’, 

creating services or mobilising resources and engaging in advocacy work. Devenney 

(2017) noted that UAMs in her study used past adverse experiences to construct a ‘script 

to live by’ and a conceptual framework of meaning that guided them in their host 

countries. This resonates with the present study, where UAMs connected their past 

deprivations to their current pursuits and worldviews.  

 

Cultural maintenance and adaptation  

 

An important aspect of the participant UAMs’ identities related to their heritage culture(s) 

and their simultaneous embracing of Australian culture and identity. Among former 

UAMs there were varying degrees of identification and ‘heritage’ culture maintenance, 
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although most saw it as important to maintain some connection. When talking about 

culture and ethnic identity, it is first necessary to define what is meant by those terms, 

rather than assume an uncritical stance in relation to those concepts. Theron and 

Liebenberg (2015) posit that culture refers to culturally constructed, shared, patterned 

ways of being-and-doing that flow from intergenerational legacies and which provide 

guidelines for everyday living and potentially bind together people who share them (also 

see Ungar 2013b).  According to Weinreich (2009), culture is the embodiment of societal 

processes among people who perceive themselves to belonging to a commonality of 

values, beliefs, moral imperatives, dress, behaviour, folklore, historical narratives and 

modes of living that make the group culturally distinct from another. An ethnic group is 

a substantial sub-group with common ancestries who share distinct cultural practices and 

historical narratives (Weinreich, 2009). The continuity of cultural norms and values of 

past generations and future members forms part of one’s identity and “is held in the 

imagination and sustained by societal representations of artefacts of the ethnic culture in 

question” (Weinreich, 2009, p. 128). The former UAMs in this study identified with both 

national and ethnic identifications (to varying degrees), namely as Afghan and Hazara, or 

Sri Lankan and Tamil. As persecuted ethnic minorities in their countries of origin, they 

were disadvantaged compared to the dominant group, which Giddens and Sutton (2013, 

p. 678) note can heighten feelings of common loyalty and interests within the ethnic 

ingroup (also see van Krieken et al., 2010).  

 

Culture is not monolithic, however, and the notion of a “heritage culture” can be 

problematic. Weinreich (2009) cautions that researchers need to resist the temptation to 

reify culture as an entity (e.g. ‘culture’s influence on’ people). Rather culture represents 

complexes of ongoing individual, group and societal processes in a historical context, 

with “participants striving to make sense of themselves - a sense of identity - within the 

arena of complexes as immediately experienced” (Weinreich, 2009, p. 127). Further, 

societal cultures are not static, with individual’s engaging with their cultural legacy in 

ways that can both endorse or transform their cultural heritage (Theron & Liebenberg, 

2015). Following migration, the boundaries of ethnic, national and receiving culture 

change, and people hold to ethnicities to varying extents in terms of their significance and 

power. Van de Vijver and colleagues (2015) argued that the traditional split between 

ethnic identity and mainstream/host identity as core identities of immigrants is inadequate 

to capture their multiple allegiances and the complexity of their identities, and this is 

particularly the case for those with more than one cultural background. The former UAMs 
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in this study developed complex identities that incorporated and synthesised elements of 

their ‘heritage’ culture with Australian culture and identity. This can be understood as a 

process of enculturation, whereby the agentic individuals are socialised and identify with 

cultural elements of influential others as the migration and ‘settlement’ process exposes 

the individual to further forms of identification when interacting with new networks of 

people (Weinreich, 2009, p. 2009).  

 

Adding further nuance and complexity to the concept of identity is its situational 

variation. Well accepted within social psychology and sociology is the understanding that 

ethnicity, as a social phenomenon and social identity, becomes effective or active in 

certain social contexts (Giddens & Sutton, 2013). Social identities can undergo quick 

changes in contexts of multiple allegiances. Varying identities become salient depending 

on context, such as family role (e.g. eldest son), religion, language, gender, age, vocation 

and so forth (van de Vijver, Blommaert, Gkoumasi, & Stogianni, 2015). Personal and 

social identities are closely related to their contexts and as such, they may vary in salience 

within and between individuals (van de Vijver et al., 2015) and living among, and 

interacting with, the receiving society and culture will lead to changes in these identities. 

Van Krieken and colleagues (2010, p. 271) observed that scholarship has paid increasing 

attention to individual choice and hybridity in relation to identity formation, and that it 

can be instrumental, flexible and variable according to context. Further, it should also be 

stressed that although culture is maintained within tradition, it is not static and unchanging 

but is maintained and transformed over time and in response to changing socio-historical 

and political contexts. It is within this conceptual understanding of culture and ethnic 

identity that I now turn to these in relation to the former UAM participants in this study.  

 

The intention of this study was to explore the factors that supported the resilience of 

UAMs in Australia and the literature highlighted the potential role of culture and religion. 

When I explored these topics with participants, these expectations were both confirmed 

and subverted. Expectations were confirmed in that cultural continuity was important for 

most UAMs and subverted because of the relative unimportance of religion in their lives 

and as a factor that helped them cope. Most UAMs attended cultural events (and to a 

lesser extent celebrated important religious holidays), cooked and sought out food from 

home, spoke their languages, listened to folk music and developed and maintained 

relationships with others from their ethnic community. Those with less enthusiasm for 

participating in cultural events and maintaining aspects of their ‘heritage’ lifestyle, still 
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had Hazara26 friends, listened to music from home and ate Afghan foods, but integrated 

these into a lifestyle that was more orientated towards Australia (e.g. preferring to 

celebrate Western holidays like Christmas and New Year, eating ‘Australian’ and 

multicultural foods). UAMs also talked about the advice, morals and values given to them 

by their parents, which included working hard, staying out of trouble, being a good person 

who respects others, and the importance of education. Devenney (2017, 1317) theorized 

that these morals and values passed down to UAMs “shaped their present situation and 

imagined future selves. Whether parents were lost, living, or deceased, their voices 

echoed backwards and forwards in time, providing a means by which young people could 

connect the past and the future in a way that positively influenced the present”. This 

resonates with the former UAM participants in this study, who talked about the 

importance of these values as guides for their life in Australia, influencing their priorities 

and behaviours and provided connection between their past, present and future. 

 

The majority were proud of their ethnic identity, particularly the Hazara participants27, 

who believed their ethnic community possessed positive cultural values and saw their 

people as resilient, hardworking, positive members of Australian communities who had 

done well in Australia. The way they identified with their ethnicity and the qualities they 

emphasised distanced them from actions of terrorists and persecutors as well as the 

negative construction of asylum seekers and Muslims in media, political and public 

discourse in Australia. Research has shown that racism and discrimination have the 

potential to undermine positive identity development, but whilst it appears that negative 

discourse around being an asylum seeker, a Muslim and/or Afghani did play a role in 

wanting to distance themselves from those identities and labels (Edge et al., 2014), this 

is only one part of the picture. Their developing identities also responded to their evolving 

sense of self in this new social, cultural and political context during formative years as 

they accessed Australian education, made friends, learnt about Australian culture and 

ways of life, all the while living without the guiding role and influence of their families.  

 

Emphasis on shared humanity  

 

                                                 
26 The two Tamils included in this study were both actively involved with their ethnic community.  
27 That is not to say that Tamil or Sri Lankan UAMs are not proud of their ethnicity. There were only two 

Tamil/Sri Lankan participants in this study and although neither expressed a strong sense of cultural pride 

conclusions or inferences cannot be drawn due to their small number. Future research is needed to 

ascertain whether there are differences in the sense of cultural pride between UAMs of different ethnic 

and/or national backgrounds.  



 211 

Some UAMs stressed their desire to move beyond ethnic identity to one that emphasised 

shared humanity and connection to others regardless of ethnicity, nationality or religion. 

Whilst they were often proud of being Hazara or Tamil, they stressed that this was not 

the totality of who they were and wanted to move beyond that singular identification that 

had defined so much of their previous experiences as a persecuted minority. Their 

experiences of persecution instilled a desire to move beyond a sense of “us” and “them” 

based on ethnicity and religion and instead focus on “shared humanity”. This sentiment 

of “shared humanity” was repeated multiple times by a number of participants, signifying 

its importance to their worldview and identity development in Australia. As will be 

discussed in relation to multiculturalism below, experiencing a sense of equality within 

the diversity of Australia was a new and powerful experience for UAMs, and one they 

readily grasped as it fostered a positive relationship to celebrating their heritage culture. 

A number of young people talked about being taught by their parents to respect others 

and adapt, and so their enjoyment of multiculturalism also adhered to the values they had 

been taught.  

 

It was clear that among the former UAMs there was greater emphasis on culture than 

religion. Indeed, my expectations were subverted in relation to religion, as over half of 

the participants explained that religion was not important to them personally and no 

longer played an active role in their lives. A number of studies of refugee youth and 

resilience, coping or wellbeing have asserted the importance of religion or spirituality for 

a number of functions it fulfils. These include guidance on how to navigate their new 

lives; facilitating the development of meaning and acceptance in coming to terms with 

adversity; support (either from other members or their relationship with God); and as a 

source of continuity, distraction and strength that helped them keep going during difficult 

times and which helped them feel a sense of control over their lives (e.g. Goodman, 2004; 

Kalverboer et al., 2017; Kohli, 2011; Majumder, 2016; Ni Raghallaigh & Gilligan, 2010; 

Sleijpen  et al., 2016; Williamson, 1998). However, Sleijpen and colleagues’ (2016) meta-

ethnography of resilience research with refugee youth found that African refugees were 

more likely to seek help through spiritual traditional remedies than refugees from other 

regions. Ni Raghallaigh and Gilligan’s (2010) qualitative study of 32 unaccompanied 

minors, the majority of whom were Christian and from Africa, found that maintaining 

their religion of origin was an important coping strategy. There is much less research 

exploring the role of religion in the lives of UAMs from the Middle East or South Asia 

in their receiving countries.  
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Only three of the former UAM participants in this study practiced religion, whether on a 

daily basis or through observing religious holidays, and felt it was important to maintain 

in Australia. However, the majority of the sample felt they had become more “open 

minded” and no longer saw religion as important for their daily lives. Among the diversity 

of faiths in Australia, they asserted that all religions were essentially the same. Like the 

emphasis on shared humanity over a strongly held ethnic identity, they emphasised the 

commonalities of religions over their differences, such as the essential teachings of love, 

respect and caring for others. They felt these values - passed to them by their parents - 

were more important for helping them adapt to life in Australia and overcome the traumas 

and stressors in their past. This suggests that a loss of faith or specific religious belief 

may signal a positive identity development that emphasised human connectedness and 

universal values and helped them cope in the aftermath of persecution and life in a new 

and highly diverse country. Further, those who de-emphasised the role of religion often 

remained connected to their cultural communities through traditions and events, as well 

as through food, music and friends. For instance, P5 identified as spiritual rather than 

Muslim, but was extremely active in his community through helping organise large 

cultural events, mobilising resources and creating programs to support Hazara young 

people, and through advocacy work. He also was vocal in his desire to help his 

community integrate into, and succeed in Australian society, and proudly identified as 

Australian-Hazara. These identities were more powerfully promotive of his wellbeing, 

sense of connection and belonging. However, it appears that negativity associated with 

being a (Shi’a) Muslim in Afghanistan, Pakistan and then in Australia, created greater 

impetus to distance himself from this identity. For some UAMs, their faith remained but 

they did not want to identify as “Muslim” or be associated with organized religion. This 

speaks to the power that persecution and negative discourse at a societal level can have 

on individual identity, and of the need to foster greater knowledge, respect and tolerance 

of Islam and Muslims in Australian political, public and media discourse.  

 

A repeated explanation former UAMs gave for why they no longer felt the need to 

practise religion in their daily lives was that they had become more “open minded” in 

Australia. They connected this open-mindedness to their respect and appreciation for 

diversity and other beliefs, practices and traditions. It appeared that their ability to adapt 

to life in Australia was underpinned by an openness and respect for Australian culture as 

well as a desire to learn and find a place for themselves in this new society. Open-
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mindedness is characterised by openness, non-judgmental perspectives, sensitivity and 

flexibility, and has been found to facilitate cross-cultural adaptation (Kashima et al., 

2017). In a study of international students at an Australian university, Kashima and 

colleagues (2017) found that those with open minds are better able to adjust to a 

multicultural environment, be tolerant of different perspectives and are more eager to 

experience new cultures compared to those with a need for cognitive closure (a mode of 

closed-mindedness) which is defined by the desire for epistemic closure, wanting definite 

answers rather than confusion and ambiguity, having a more conservative outlook and 

greater conformity to cultural norms. Whilst studies of personality and intercultural 

competence largely focus on non-refugee populations (e.g. Fischer, 2011; van der Zee & 

van Oudenhoven, 2013; Wilson, Ward, & Fischer, 2013) it does help explain the 

consistency with which open-mindedness was identified by UAMs (and also identified 

through analysis of their interviews) as being important for their adaptation.  

 

Identity x Connection 

 

Linking, bonding and bridging social capital facilitated positive identity development by 

boosting confidence, affirming collective identity as well as a sense of belonging and 

acceptance  

 

Positive identity development was facilitated by social networks that provided emotional 

support, encouragement and reassurance that UAMs possessed strengths, capacity and 

potential to do well. This support was critical in helping UAMs get through difficult 

patches when challenges felt overwhelming. As adolescents under enormous pressure 

whilst developing their identities within a new social, cultural and political context (one 

that can be hostile to ‘boat people’), networks of support, particularly linking social 

capital (e.g. caseworkers, teachers) play an important role in boosting their confidence, 

identifying their strengths and developing their capacities to cope, adapt and do well in 

Australia. Indeed, most service provider participants identified that they worked from, or 

advocated for, a strengths-based perspective, where UAMs were seen in light of their 

capacities, talents, competencies, visions and hopes (Norman, 2000; Saleeby, 1996). 

Caseworkers play a particularly important role by facilitating an interactive process 

between the UAM and the resources within their social ecology that cultivated and 

nurtured the strengths (Gilligan, 2004; Guo & Tsui, 2010; Miley, O'Melia, & DuBois, 

2017; Saleeby, 1996). Further, it appears that the caseworkers considered most supportive 



 214 

and helpful by UAMs were engaging in practices that aligned with this approach. That is, 

they got to know them, identified their strengths and interests and then proactively 

connected them to resources that were meaningful and relevant, and which helped them 

work towards their goals.  

 

Research with UAMs has highlighted the importance of bonding social capital for helping 

UAMs cope with change and cultural loss and for providing a sense of continuity and 

affirmation of collective identity (Goodman, 2004; Mels et al., 2008; Ni Raghallaigh & 

Gilligan, 2010; Rousseau et al., 1998; Wallin & Ahlstöm, 2005). Through interactions 

with people from their cultural or ethnic background, such as friends in community 

detention, at school and/or sports teams or members of the community at celebrations and 

cultural events, they could maintain a continuous sense of self. For instance, UAMs talked 

about enjoying cooking and sharing food from home with their friends, speaking their 

language and listening to folk music, because it kept them connected to their past and 

where they came from. Further, the strong bonds developed between UAMs affirmed a 

collective identity, or a communal self (Goodman, 2004). For instance, both in the content 

of their narratives and in the linguistic devices they used to tell their stories, they located 

themselves as part of a group of refugee boys, talked with a group voice and used 

pronouns of ‘we’ and ‘us’ (Goodman 2004, p. 1183). The UAMs found strength in each 

other, their bond and sense of shared experience and collective coping in challenging 

circumstances. Through their positive appraisal of ‘we’, UAMs’ also affirmed a positive 

sense of ‘me’.  

 

Bridging social capital helped foster positive identity development through the 

celebration and respect for cultural and religious diversity. Positive multicultural 

contexts, such as at school and in their neighbourhoods and communities, helped UAMs 

feel comfortable in Australian society. Feelings of welcome and acceptance also buffered 

against the negative discourses surrounding their markers of identity, such as ‘asylum 

seeker’, ‘refugee’, ‘boat person’, ‘Muslim’, ‘Afghan’. A number of former UAMs 

commented that it was a powerful experience to realise their ethnicity no longer defined 

them after experiencing ethnic persecution in their countries of origin (Ager & Strang, 

2008; Berry, 1997). Bridging social capital was also important for the process of 

integration and acculturation, as they developed language and cultural knowledge and 

began to identify with Australian culture, norms and ways of life (Ager & Strang, 2008; 
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Eriksson et al., 2018). When UAMs had access to bridging, bonding and linking social 

capital, positive identity development was optimised.  

 

Identity x Distal Decisions x Connection  

 

Maintaining contact and identification with ethnic or cultural communities were 

enabled by positive multicultural ideology and policies 

  

Inclusive, active and multicultural communities were important for helping UAMs 

maintain connection to their culture, develop a positive identity in a new social and 

cultural context and as well as a sense of belonging in their new home. According to 

Pakulski (2014), a sense of belonging is developed through connection to families, 

neighbourhoods and friendship circles, as well as ethnic and religious groups and 

communities. As such, positive multicultural ideologies and policies aim to support the 

formation and maintenance of such integrative structures (Pakulski, 2014). This adds 

further nuance to the domain of Distal Decisions because while legislation and policy 

directed at asylum seekers is punitive and often harmful, multicultural policies can be 

seen as promotive of resilience. The experiences of cultural maintenance, belonging and 

integration are processes that are facilitated by the individual in interaction with a 

supportive environment at the interpersonal to societal levels, that create the conditions 

for thriving multicultural communities.  

 

Interviews with UAMs highlighted the power and importance of multiculturalism for 

them, in both practical and ideological forms. Being part of multicultural schools, 

universities, workplaces and communities helped UAMs feel comfortable, accepted, safe 

and that they belonged. They explained that in this context, fitting in and adapting to life 

in Australia was “easy” and also meant they were no longer defined by their ethnicity. 

The sense of equality they experienced at school and in post-secondary education, at 

work, in training programs, when volunteering or interacting with others in the 

community was a powerful experience. As Verkuyten and Martinovic (2006) explain, 

multiculturalism challenges group-based hierarchy and domination and enables heritage 

culture maintenance as well as equal participation in society. Indeed, they assert that 

multiculturalism is closely associated with the notion of equality, and this was reinforced 

by participants in the present study. Verkuyten (2009) argued that societal acceptance and 

recognition of cultural diversity is important for how one feels about oneself, and that 
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endorsement of multiculturalism is positively associated with self-esteem for both 

dominant and non-dominant groups. Similarly, Correa-Velez  and colleagues (2010) and 

Ager and Strang (2008) point out that the broader social environment in which refugees 

live their lives, including how open and socially inclusive the host community is, has 

bearing on the wellbeing and settlement of refugees. As a result, support for 

multiculturalism can have a positive influence on psychological wellbeing and adaptation 

(Hui et al., 2015). As Berry (1997) argued, societies with a positive multicultural ideology 

provide a more positive settlement context but there are variations in the relative 

acceptance of specific cultural, racial and religious groups. I would add that in the context 

of asylum seekers and refugees in Australia, method of arrival is also an important factor, 

with ‘boat people’ being met with Government hostility compared to ‘legitimate’ 

refugees who arrive via the offshore humanitarian program28.           

 

Limitations  
 

It is possible that the findings of this research are not representative of all UAMs living 

in the community in Australia. In general, the former UAM participants in this sample 

were highly engaged in education, volunteering, community work and advocacy. It is 

likely that they would be more inclined to take part in research than those who are 

disengaged. The use of snowball sampling as a recruitment method meant that the sample 

reflected those who initiated the recruitment of others, thus making the sample more 

homogenous (Liamputtong & Ezzy, 1999). For example, former UAMs studying at 

university recruited friends who were also studying at university and who were likely 

more familiar with research, were fluent in English and were eager to talk about their 

experiences and how they had achieved some such positive outcomes despite facing 

significant adversity. That being said, for a relatively small sample the participants also 

reflected some diversity in terms of visa categories, age, educational attainment, and 

employment. This meant that the voices of those who were struggling were also included, 

including those who were desperate to access higher education and meaningful 

employment but had been unable to do so, had experienced homelessness, inadequate 

housing or housing insecurity, or whose mental health issues were impacting their ability 

to navigate and negotiate for health-promoting resources and function well. Although the 

                                                 
28 However recent fears about ‘African gangs’, stoked by politicians and the media, also demonstrates that 

refugees who settle in Australia through the offshore program also face stigma. The intersectionality of 

these identities and undercurrents of racism in Australia means that relatively ‘new’ communities settling 

in Australia often face resistance and racism (Baidawi, 2018; Henriques-Gomes, 2018; Majavu, 2018).  



 217 

findings reflected a sample slightly skewed towards those who were highly engaged and 

had achieved very positive outcomes, a broader range of voices were also captured. The 

slightly skewed sample is appropriate as resilience research has tended to direct attention 

to the investigation of children who functioned well and progressed through normal 

development despite exposure to significant adversity (Masten, 2011; Sleijpen et al., 

2013; Ungar, 2003). This enables the identification and analysis of factors consistently 

associated with resilience processes among young people who achieve positive outcomes.  

 

Another issue relating to the sample that likely impacted the findings of this thesis is that 

of gender, culture and religion. All former UAM participants in this study were male, 

which was not by intention but was simply the outcome of the recruitment processes. The 

majority of UAMs in Europe and Australia are male (Correa-Velez et al., 2014; UNICEF, 

2017) and as such, finding female participants proved too difficult within the time and 

resources constrains of this research. Gender is related to risk exposure in complex ways, 

as males and females may experience different types of events, interpret and report them 

differently and face different kinds of stigma or discrimination based on those experiences 

(Masten, 2014; Masten & Osofsky, 2010). Thus, the findings of this thesis may reflect 

the all-male sample and may not be transferable to female UAMs. As noted in the 

Findings chapter, the importance of religion may also be impacted by culture and the 

religion followed, as Christian and African UAMs have been found to be more religious 

compared to other faiths and cultural and ethnic backgrounds. The young people in this 

study came from Muslim or Hindu backgrounds and were ethnic Hazaras from 

Afghanistan or ethnic Tamils from Sri Lanka. As there were only two Tamil participants, 

it was not possible to claim that their religiosity was representative of other Tamil or 

Hindu-background young people. Thus, the limitations of this sample that may reduce 

the transferability of the findings.   

 

Conclusion 

 

This chapter has demonstrated that resilience involves complex and dynamic interactions 

between the four major domains identified as having the potential to be highly promotive 

of resilience processes that help unaccompanied minors cope, adapt and do well in 

Australia. These complex interactions were developed into the Domains of Facilitated 

Resilience model. This model is useful for identifying intervention points for supporting 

UAMs and thinking about the role of various resources for facilitating resilience. Each of 
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the domains was discussed in turn along with the interaction points most pertinent to each 

domain, beginning with Distal Decisions, followed by Connection, Education and 

Identity. Exploration of these domains and the ways in which they interact with each other 

demonstrates the complexity and nuance of resilience processes and that the availability 

and accessibility of resources at various levels of the UAMs’ social ecologies were 

determined by contextually specific circumstances. The use of social-ecological maps 

made visible the range of factors potentially relevant and impactful on the domains of 

Connection and Education; these domains were the most highly interactive of all the 

domains and can be understood as “buffer zones” that protect UAMs from the harshest 

impacts of Distal Decisions, and which bolster and support positive Identity development. 

The implications of these findings for theory, legislation and policy, service provision 

and future research will be explored in the next chapter.  
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Chapter 7: Conclusions and implications  

 

This thesis has demonstrated the ways in which different domains within the lives of 

UAMs interact to both promote and undermine resilience processes. Gifford and 

colleagues (2009, p. 16) note that refugee young people are a group “who arrive in 

Australia with considerable potential to do well, to make a good life and to contribute to 

their new country”. This conclusion is certainly true of the former UAMs who took part 

in this study. In-depth interviews with former UAMs and service providers provided 

insight into the key factors that facilitated the resilience of UAMs in Australia, which 

reflect their particular socio-historical and political contexts and were found to fall within 

four central domains: Distal Decisions, Connection, Education and Identity. This closing 

chapter will outline the implications of this research in relation to resilience theory, 

legislation and policy, service provision and research.  

 

Five ‘lessons’ about resilience  

 

Five ‘lessons’ about the resilience of UAMs in Australia can be drawn from the findings 

of this thesis and are also supported by the wider body of resilience research. This 

contributes to the small but growing literature on resilience and unaccompanied minors. 

These lessons should be considered overarching principles of UAM resilience and may 

prove useful for policy makers, service providers and researchers.  

 

1. Resilience is interactive: The domains of facilitated resilience are mutually 

reinforcing and interact in contextually specific ways depending on the individual. 

Positive outcomes are achieved through the interaction of the young person with 

a social ecology that has the capacity to meet their needs in culturally meaningful 

and relevant ways. This is a key foundation of the social ecology of resilience 

theory and underpins the work of Michael Ungar.  

 

2. Resilience is not a static outcome: The ability to ‘be resilient’ fluctuates over time 

and across the domains (supporting the findings of earlier resilience research 

discussed on page 55). This underscores the importance of enduring networks of 

support that can bolster UAMs when they struggle.  
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3. Resilience requires multiple interventions: A holistic approach to supporting 

UAMs is needed that can provide social, emotional, educational and material 

resources that address complex needs that change over time. Interventions should 

be intersectoral, multilevel, and multi-component to address this complexity.  

 

4. Importance of enduring protective factors: Access to resources that are protective 

over time is necessary for facilitating UAM resilience into adulthood and 

independence. Examples include enduring and supportive relationships and 

access to education.   

 

5. Risk factors can be reformulated into protective factors in contexts of safety and 

security: Among the UAMs in this study, persecution and the past denial of 

education was consistently used to motivate, guide and provide meaning to their 

goals and aspirations in Australia. The experience of persecution, violent conflict 

and terrorism/extremism meant that UAMs valued open-mindedness and respect 

for diversity in Australia.  

 

Recommendations for the distal level 
 

Distal Decisions made by the federal government have introduced formidable structural 

and risk factors that limit the effectiveness of other, more proximal protective factors to 

facilitate positive outcomes (as defined by participants). For instance, no matter how 

much schools, teachers, caseworkers, youth workers and caregivers support the education 

of a young person on a bridging or temporary visa, there are only a limited number of 

university scholarships available and even if one is received, structural barriers remain, 

such as the withdrawal of Special Benefits income support. Thus, the biggest barriers to 

UAMs being able to do well, build a good life and contribute to their new country relate 

to legislation and policy introduced by the Australian government that restrict access to 

services, supports and important resources, such as higher education. Distal Decisions – 

particularly as they relate to visas - can make the difference between a young person being 

able to achieve positive outcomes and facing significant barriers to do so. For the greatest 

number of unaccompanied minors to grow up well, interventions are most needed within 

the domain of Distal Decisions, as these have the greatest power to alter the underlying 

structural disadvantage they face. Within the Domains of Facilitated Resilience model, 

this refers to the interaction point of DICE, where Government decision-making and visa 
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status can optimize the potential for each of the domains to facilitate and mutually 

reinforce resilience processes among UAMs. The recommended changes at the distal 

level are:  

 

1. Ending distorted representations of asylum seekers by Government in public 

discourse, including mass and social media;  

2. Ending offshore processing and transferring UAMs and former UAMs29 to the 

Australian mainland to be settled in communities30; 

3. Changes to the Guardianship Act so that the Minister for Immigration is no 

longer guardian of Commonwealth wards;  

4. Residence determination in community detention for all UAMs while asylum 

claims are processed;  

5. Removal of Fast Track Assessment for processing protection claims of asylum 

seekers who arrived after 13 August 2012;  

6. Funding for asylum seekers to access legal services for the duration of their 

protection claims; 

7. Permanent Protection Visas for those determined to be refugees;  

8. Possibility of citizenship (without unreasonable delays in processing 

applications for those who arrived by boat); 

9. Possibility of family reunion for UAMs found to be refugees;  

10. Uniform child protection code across the immigration system for children 

seeking asylum as well as a formalised relationship between all State and 

Territory Children’s Commissioners; 

11. Access to higher education (including funding schemes available for domestic 

students) for all UAMs found to be refugees;  

12. Access to Centrelink Youth Allowance or Special Benefits payments for TPV 

holders awarded scholarships to higher education;  

13. Flexible funding arrangements with service providers and longer timeframes for 

developing care plans.  

 

                                                 
29 The young people who arrive in Nauru as UAMs turn 18 and remain on Nauru, but with significantly 

less resources, support and opportunities.  
30 Because asylum seekers who arrive by boat are transferred to Manus Island or Nauru without exception, 

the number of UAMs on the Australian mainland has drastically decreased. This has resulted in the closing 

or downsizing of unaccompanied minor programs and services. I argue that UAMs should once again be 

placed in community detention in the community under Residence Determination.  
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Recommendations for service providers  

 

For Hazara and Tamil young people who sought asylum in Australia without parents 

or family members, proactive, caring and attentive adults (and positive and supportive 

peer friendships) clearly have an immense impact on helping UAMs cope with 

adapting to life in Australia. Adults can help UAMs navigate unfamiliar educational, 

welfare, health, housing, transport and social systems while they also cope with the 

demands of learning English, attending school, finding employment, making friends, 

adjusting to Australian culture and recovering from past traumatic experiences while 

their family and friends remain in danger. Formal service provision and its ability to 

facilitate access to physical and social capital has the potential to facilitate recovery 

from such experiences and support the young person’s adaptability and positive 

growth in Australia (Ungar, 2011). For those supporting unaccompanied minors 

directly, this thesis has also identified the practices that were most helpful to UAMs 

as they learned to navigate their new lives in Australia. Key informant service 

providers also shared their experiences of the practices that were consistently 

associated with positive outcomes and better relationships with UAMs. The five 

practices identified below are especially relevant for caseworkers/managers and youth 

workers, but also for carers, teachers, psychologists and those within the community 

with whom they develop a relationship. These practices are:  

 

1. Go slowly, be human, build trust  

2. Explain and inform  

3. Listen and bear witness  

4. Provide practical help and connection to meaningful and relevant resources  

5. Be flexible and responsive  

 

In line with a social-ecological approach to resilience, this perspective shifts the focus 

from what the young person can do for him- or herself, to the quality of the care they 

receive (Obrist et al., 2010). Thus, the quality of service provision as well as service 

coordination between systems (settlement/asylum seeker/human services, education, 

legal, health) can coalesce to enhance resilience in children and young people who arrived 

as unaccompanied asylum-seeking minors. Coordinated services that engage multiple 

service providers and informal supports can create opportunities for capacity building 

among UAMs and assist them to develop a wider spectrum of social capital, including 
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linking, bridging and bonding relationships. A social-ecological approach to facilitating 

resilience through service provision recognises that to nurture resilience, a complex and 

interrelated set of processes must be engaged to make many different resources available 

over time.  

 

A community detention team leader who participated in this study made the memorable 

and poetic comment that when supporting UAMs, caseworkers need to engage in ‘heart 

work’. Whilst the above-mentioned practices are important for ensuring high-quality 

service provision to UAMs that can address a complex array of needs, it is easy for ‘heart 

work’ to become lost. High caseloads and fast paced environments can undermine the 

ability of caseworkers to slow down and connect, on a human level, with young people 

without parents who are in need of Australia’s protection. This and other research with 

UAMs in the West, have found these young people needed to feel connected to their 

caseworker for that relationship to reach its potential and for the most effective support 

to be provided. What was most important for their wellbeing was that they felt cared for 

as an individual, rather than a person to tick off a list. This suggests that ‘heart work’ 

should be at the core of the support provided to UAMs.  

 

Future research  
 

As an exploratory study, this research has highlighted a number of directions for future 

research. First, a study that includes a larger and more diverse sample of UAMs is 

necessary to develop deeper understanding of the role of gender, culture and religion in 

how resilience is manifested. As noted in the limitations section in the previous chapter, 

the lack of diversity in relation to these demographic factors among participants in this 

study means it is difficult to make assertions about their impact on resilience processes. 

Including a larger and more diverse sample may also provide a better sense of how UAMs 

and former UAMs are faring in Australia.  A larger study could also further test the 

Domains of Facilitated Resilience model and see whether the four domains were found 

to be central for understanding the resilience of a larger and more diverse sample of 

UAMs in Australia.  

 

Other methodological approaches would also be beneficial, such as participatory 

approaches, longitudinal research and mixed methods research. Participatory and 

collaborative research offers a continuum of community partnership approaches, 
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differing in the extent of participant control over the research process, from equal 

partnership and ownership at all stages of the research process, to research that remains 

controlled by academic researchers (Cornwall & Jewkes, 1995; Coughlin, Smith, & 

Fernandez, 2017). Advocates for participatory research methodologies argue they can 

help address inequities and result in the development and implementation of effective and 

sustainable interventions that respond to the priorities of community partners as well as 

developing their skills and capacities (Block et al., 2014; Cornwall & Jewkes, 1995; 

Coughlin et al., 2017; Coughlin & Yoo, 2017; H. Ellis et al., 2007). Longitudinal research 

can provide valuable data on the temporal dimensions of resilience, and the ways in which 

resilience processes alter according to socio-historical context and over the life-course 

(Ungar, 2003). Longitudinal research could provide greater insight into the factors that 

remain consistently promotive of resilience over time. And finally, mixed methods 

research can identify emic factors (i.e. community values related to resilience) relevant 

to UAMs through qualitative methods as well as enable comparison of quantitative 

findings with young people’s descriptions of their experiences that nurture and sustain 

wellbeing within challenging social ecologies (Ungar & Liebenberg, 2011). Mixed 

methods research combines the strengths of qualitative and quantitative approaches and 

has the potential to reach a larger sample and use less intrusive methods of gathering data, 

such has an online survey.   

 

Conclusion  

 

This thesis has explored the range of factors within the social ecologies of former UAMs 

that facilitated their ability to cope with the numerous challenges they faced, experience 

wellbeing and achieve positive outcomes. Through thematic analysis of in-depth, semi-

structured interviews with former UAMs and a range of key informant service providers, 

four themes were identified as consistently associated with resilience processes. These 

were Distal Decisions, Connection, Education and Identity. The development of the 

Domains of Facilitated Resilience model aimed to emphasise the interactive nature of 

these domains and the resilience processes they enabled. Each domain has the potential 

to be promotive of resilience, but as this thesis has shown, this mostly occurred within 

the domains of Connection, Education and Identity. Distal Decisions, particularly those 

that introduced punitive measures, have undermined the ability of UAMs to successfully 

navigate and negotiate for the health promoting resources they need to do well, and 

reduced the capacity of their social ecologies to facilitate those processes. Thus, punitive 
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measures limit the effectiveness of the Domains of Facilitated Resilience because when 

all four domains – DICE – work together to make available and accessible health-

promoting resources, then the best outcomes can be achieved. Change is most needed at 

the distal level of legislation and policy in order for the social ecologies of UAMs’, 

consisting of these four primary domains, to create the conditions for the greatest number 

of unaccompanied children and young people to grow up well.  Further, the findings of 

this thesis suggest that the harsh policies of successive Australian governments not only 

harm young people in need of protection who exercised their human right to seek asylum, 

but also harms Australia’s best interests. The former UAM participants expressed a strong 

commitment to Australia and its values and were highly motivated to do well and be 

positive members of Australian communities. Enabling access to the resources UAMs 

need to thrive and pursue their goals not only benefits the young person but also 

Australian educational institutions, workplaces and communities that can share in their 

accomplishments.  
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Appendix 1: Freedom of Information Request 
 

 

The four questions I asked the Department of Immigration are listed in this letter. I wanted 

statistics for the time period most relevant to this thesis, which was from when the first 

participant arrived in 1997. The following page includes the data that was provided to me 

and was used in Chapter One and Two to provide an indication of how many UAMs have 

been and are currently in Australia. The information provided relates only to held or 

community detention however, so it is unclear how many UAMs or UHMs are currently 

living in the Australian Community.  
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Appendix 2: Code of Behaviour 
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Appendix 3: UAM Interview Schedule  
 
 

To start off I am going to ask a broad question, so I can get a sense of your story. This 

will help me know what questions I should ask. Could you give me an overview of 

your journey so far? It’s up to you where you begin. For example, you can start from 

your home country, your journey to Australia or when you arrived in Australia.  

 

Demographics:  

• DOB/age 

• Date and method of arrival in Australia  

• Age on arrival  

• Visas – then and now  

 

Immigration Detention:  

• What was that like? How did you feel?  

• Did you receive adequate care?  

• How long were you there?  

 

Community detention:  

• Who was responsible for care? (e.g. Wesley Mission)  

• Relationship with youth workers and other residents  

• Access to food, transport etc.  

• How could they have improved how they supported you?  

• What was most challenging about CD?  

 

Caseworkers and youth workers (residential care workers)  

• Since being in Australia, have you always had access to enough food, clothing 

and accommodation? Have you ever worried about not having secure access to 

these things?  

• Can you tell me about your caseworkers/youth workers? What was your 

relationship like?  

• What did sorts of things did they help you with?   

• Did they take the time to get to know you?  

• If you needed something, did you feel comfortable going to them about it?  

• Did you feel prepared to be independent when you turned 18?   

 

Education 

• Did you have anyone who could help you with school work, if you wanted it?  

• What was it like trying to learn English? What helped?  

• What was school like for you?  

• What did you find challenging about high school in Australia?  

• What did you do to overcome those challenges?  

• What did you like about high school?  

• What were your teachers like?  

• Did you have friends at school?  

 

Employment  
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• Do you have a job now? How did you find it?  

 

Housing  

• What happened when you turned 18? Where did you go?  

• Before you turned 18, did you have any help with finding somewhere to live 

once you became independent?   

• Have you ever not had somewhere to live? /Can you tell me about that?  

 

Services 

• Were you able to access mental health support, if you wanted it?  

• Have you been able to get medical help, if you need it?  

• Have you taken part in any youth services or programs? /Can you tell me about 

it?  

 

Sports, recreation and leisure  

• When you under 18, did you play any sport or do fun activities? /Can you share 

some examples?  

• What do you like to do in your free time that makes you feel good?  

 

Belonging  

• Do you feel at home in Australia? Why/why not?  

• What was it like living in Australia?  

o What was challenging about it?  

o What did you like about it?  

• Have you experienced racism or discrimination in Australia?  

 

Goals, “success”  

• What do you think “success” means to you?  

• Do you have any goals you are working towards?  

 

Perseverance  

• You have experienced some really tough times and faced many challenges. 

What helps you keep going?  

• Do you have someone who can support you in tough times?  

 

Family 

• Do you keep in contact with your family?  

 

Culture/values/religion  

• Is it important to you that you stay connected with your culture? /How do you 

do that?  

• Did your parents teach you anything or give you advice that helps you in 

Australia?  

• Are you proud of your ethnicity?  

• What role has religion or spirituality played in your life?  

 

Reflection  

• What advice would you give to an unaccompanied minor seeking asylum now?  

• What advice would you have to a caseworker or youth worker about working 

with refugee young people who don’t have their parents here?   
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Appendix 4: Service Provider Interview Schedule  
 

 

• Can you tell me about your work with UAMs/UHMs? What is your role?  

• What is the purpose of the support you provide?  

• What do you think are they key issues UAMs face in Australia?  

• How do you, or your organization, help them cope with those?  

• What are your priorities when working with UAMs? Why?  

• How do you help UAMs be engaged with their environment?  

• What are the biggest challenges you face when working with unaccompanied 

minors? /How do you respond?  

• What do you think are the biggest barriers to effective service provision that you 

face?  

• What are the biggest facilitators?  

• Do you think there are any gaps in services or supports for UAMs? What are 

they?  

• If UAMs come back in Australian communities again in more significant 

numbers, what do you think could be done better to support them?  

 

  



 235 

Appendix 5: UAM Information Sheet/Plain Language 

Statement 
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Appendix 6: Service Provider Information Sheet/Plain 

Language Statement  
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