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Identity 
• Most simply, ‘answers  the  question  “Who  are  you?”  

meaning all aspects of the images of oneself – as 
represented  in  cognition,  emotion  and  discourse’  (Vignoles 
2011) 

• Sedentarist identity,  shared  ‘refugee  experience’?  Or  
diasporic or transnational identities, focusing on agency?  

• The idea of individual as autonomous agent with essential 
self can be questioned: perhaps we all have a mass of 
multiple, shifting identities? (Lister 2010, 7) 

• Youth  the  time  for  identity  formation,  “the  second  birth” 
• Identity formation in liminality: navigation and negotiation 

(Turner 1970; Valentine et al. 2009, Sporton et al. 2006)  
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Defining belonging  

• Legal, practical and psychological belonging: 
– Belonging  as  a  ‘Right  to  have  rights’  (Arendt  2004) 
– Capabilities to implement own rights (Valentine et 

al. 2009) 
– ‘Sense  of  ease  with  oneself  and  one’s  

surroundings’  (May  2011) 

• Closely linked to participation (Lister 2010; 
CRC art. 12) 
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Importance of positive identity and 
belonging of UM  

• Three paths to successful resettlement of UM: 
search for safety, growth of belonging and will to 
succeed (Kohli 2011) 

• Lack of belonging linked to social exclusion and 
negative effects (Sporton et al 2006), feelings of 
belonging and participation to trusting 
relationships and growing self-esteem (Ray 2011) 

• Most studies neglect the interconnectedness of 
childhood with positions such as ethnicity, 
gender, asylum-seeking status etc., and the 
subjective experiences  
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Overlapping liminal stages 

• Transitions between childhood and adulthood, care 
and independence, country of origin and host country, 
from coping with the shock of the new to adaptation  

• The liminality is marked by uncertainty and distress: 
 ‘When you live in a strange country without  parents and 
can’t even speak to anybody, it is like a door is closed here 
and here. You can’t go back but you are not here yet.’  

• It also made some girls less motivated to try to change 
things or invest in social networks 
 
 

 
 Mervi Kaukko 11.03.2014 



Reversing stages of development 

• ’In  my  country  I  have  been  an  adult.  I  was  
asked everyting, I was asked a permission. 
Under 16-year-old is a child, over 16 can 
decide what she wants, she counts as an 
adult. When I came here I was told that you 
can’t  do  that  yet,  not  this  and  not  that.’ 

• ’Here,  it  feels  that  15-year-old behaves like a 
child  when  she  is  always  called  a  child’ 
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Layers of narratives 
’They (the practitioners) are not really so close to us. They 
come to knock on our doors in the morning when we go 
to school, and then come again at 10 PM to see if we are 
asleep. So, we don’t see them much. They should do 
something more so that they would be closer to us. ’ 
’The adults don’t have enough love to spare. They have 
their own children, so there’s not enough love for us’.  
• Navigating through overlapping liminal stages?  
• Thin and thick stories (Kohli 2011)? 
• Including and excluding own self?  
• Changing needs of a teenager? 
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Reality of the social space 
• Lack of family as the primary socializer, 

importance of adults (see Blackwell and Melzak 
2000). 

• Visible and invisible rules of belonging, the 
presence  of  the  “other”  necessary 

• Institutional youth in good and bad:  
‘(the  living  unit)  is  a  nice  place  to  wait  for  
something, and that is what we all do. We have to 
only ask what we need, what they have. If they have 
it,  they  give  it  to  us.  If  not,  we  have  to  wait.’   
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Belonging as social capital 

’The  most  difficult  situation  is  for  them  who  don’t  
come from Somalia but somewhere else. They have 
no  friends,  they  can’t  speak,  they  are  alone.    If  I  have  
a problem, I tell it to ---, she tells it to --- and 
together we think how to be able to tell the 
counsellors. If someone lonely needs something, 
there needs to be an interpreter.’ 
’If  you  can  understand  each  other,  if  they  are  like  
you, then you are one. If people understand each 
other and can tell jokes, then you can be friends. Not 
only Somali girls, all girls.’ 
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Stability  and  ‘homeliness’   

• Important for building trusting networks, recovering 
some routine and normality in daily life (Kohli 2011, 
Alanko, Marttinen & Mustonen 2011; Parsons 2010) 

’You  shouldn’t  move  people.  When  somebody  decides,  
then  you  go  there.  You  don’t  know  what  kind  of  place  it  is,  
don’t  know  anybody,  don’t  know  anything  about 
anything. --- I was told tomorrow you go to ---, nothing 
else. They didn’t tell me why or ask me if I wanted to. I 
was surprised, I had been told that after the hearing by 
Immigration officials I am moved somewhere. But before 
the hearing I was told that I leave.’ 
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Two ways forward 

• Emphasising the victimhood, trauma, stress 
and ‘culture-specific  needs’  in  a  plural-
monocultural way (Sen 2007) 

• Or focusing on the positive identity, 
addressing the differences, subjective 
experiences and changing needs with cultural 
and gender sensitivity (Rasanen 2007) 
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How to address changing needs? 
• Impossible to present answers which would be 

applicable in all situations 
• Creating spaces of dreaming, criticism and 

dialogue  
– Listening, avoiding judgement, acknowledging own 

biases 
– Promoting inclusion within and around the centre 

• Allowing the children to change their roles 
following their needs 

• Focusing on the current moment, improving well-
being of the waiting time 
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Summary 

‘We  live  here  (in  Finland)  all  our  lives,  we  have  to  
learn  for  ourselves.  You  don’t  learn  if  somebody  
shows you every time, that is not learning. You 
become lazy, life is not complete. Adults do a 
good job, they help everyone in the beginning, 
then leave you alone. It is good for the future. 
Adults here are very good, children get a good 
life because they learn to do things by 
themselves.’ 
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