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SUMMARY PAPER 

 

Uncertain Journeys - Symposium 2: 
 
Moving Worlds – Identity, belonging and liminality for separated 
children seeking asylum 
 
This symposium explored the concepts of identity and belonging for separated 
children seeking asylum in the context of change and transitions. Separated 
children seeking asylum have to move across countries, communities, families, 
and as individuals from adolescence to adulthood. Themes discussed included 
how young people seeking asylum manage the shifts and the fixities in the 
construction of identity, and participants explored the connections between 
issues of identity, belonging, security and social justice.  
The speakers at this symposium were Mervi Kaukko (University of Oulu, 
Finland), Kim Robinson and Lucy Williams (University of Kent), Helena 
Kaliniecka (Dost), Sheila Melzack (Baobab) and Gillian Hughes (The Tavistock 
Centre).  
 
Summary of inter-related themes: 
 
The importance of recognizing the multiple and diverse identities of 
separated young people 
 
It is important to recognize the multiple and fluid nature of identity. Separated 
young people seeking asylum have diverse identities that are time and context 
specific. Their identities are socially constructed and the impact of 
discrimination on the basis of status as well as other factors, such as race and 
gender, was highlighted. The ‘culture of disbelief’ and anti-immigration public 
discourse are damaging to young people’s emotional well-being. Often small 
events, such as feeling humiliated in the supermarket because you are identified 
as an asylum-seeker because of the payment method, compound their sense of 
‘otherness’. 
 
Young people don't want to present themselves as victims but their victimhood 
often defines them. It is important to recognize strengths, hopes and individual 
agency, including the desire to support and help each other.  Safe spaces to meet 
and have dialogue, to engage in activities not related to asylum, and develop 
their capabilities can help promote positive identity development. 
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However structural, especially immigration policies, impact on young people’s 
abilities to exercise agency. Most young people seeking asylum face particular 
threats to their psychological (and physical/material) well-being when they turn 
eighteen; their immigration status becomes insecure and they face forced return. 
They have to negotiate the transitions from child to adult in the context of being 
rejected by British society, which had offered some (although varied) levels of 
care. Their identity as a ‘human being’ is threatened. Young people have spoken 
about feeling ‘we're not human now’ and illuminated ideas of the death’ – ‘can't 
move, can't do nothing. Other spoke of failed hopes and dreams - 'I wanted to be 
something'. Narrative approaches that connect young people to their hopes, 
aspirations and values for living and social and cultural histories, as well as 
witnessing and naming injustice (ideas from liberation psychology) can support 
them through this traumatic period. 
 
 
Contexts of belonging 
 
Linked to ideas about identity are those of belonging. ‘Belonging’ is a highly 
contested concept; there are legal ideas of belonging, such as Arendt's work on 
‘the right to have rights’. A psychological definition of belonging is a ‘sense of 
ease with oneself and one's surroundings’. Separated children seeking asylum 
are searching for safety and belonging in often hostile contexts. On their journeys 
to and in the UK they face many risks and vulnerabilities along the way. Their 
journeys need to be thought about in concrete, as well as abstract terms – ‘from 
terror and mistrust to hope, psychological and social integration and finding a 
meaningful home in exile’. Their experiences interweave with prolonged and 
difficult journeys where some experience further abuses and with experiences in 
the UK where their experiences are often challenged by key authority figures, 
and their place here temporary and conditional. 
 

Feelings of belonging are linked to emotional well-being. Key aspects of 
resilience include: 
(i) Belonging - relationships of trust 
(ii) Reflection 
(iii) Agency 
(iv) Creativity 
(v) Community 
 
Young people can gain a sense of belonging in different contexts and it is 
important that spaces of safety and belonging are created for them. Place can be 
of relevance. For example meeting in a community centre and creating forms of 
homeliness in these places for meeting so they gain a sense of ownership about 
the building and feel ‘at home’. A therapeutic community approach combines 
addressing vulnerabilities with building practical and psychological resiliencies. 
Ecological approaches that strengthen young people’s integration and sense of 
belonging in schools and the wider community are necessary, as well as 
relationships with each other and the social capital these offer. 
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Support services 
 
A number of ways that professionals can promote positive identity development 
and a sense of belonging were discussed. These include:  

 advocacy,  
 individual therapy,  
 group work,  
 community centres 
 case work underpinned by an ecological approach.  

 
Common themes across services are the importance of relational welfare, the 
ethics of care within a human rights framework. Strengthening connections, 
promoting positive relationships and disconfirming negative constructions of 
identity were highlighted. Minimizing vulnerabilities and promoting resilience 
are central throughout the young people’s journeys. However this can be 
particularly challenging for young people as they approach 18 and experience 
high levels of anxiety and emotional distress about their uncertain futures – state 
imposed rejection and loss. 
 
Habib (quoted by Melzak) summarises some of the key themes: 
 
We are like the fingers of my hand, all different from each other!! Sometimes the 
authorities treat us as if we are all the same, all foreign children, and all telling lies 
about our age and our experiences. We need to be in a place where we are treated 
as individuals’.  
 


