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Growing up in protracted crises
• Over half of all displaced people are
children under 18 years (UNHCR, 2016).
• Due to the increasing protracted
nature of global conflicts, young
refugees have poor prospects for
adult life.
• Young refugees are therefore growing
up in host countries creating major
challenges for humanitarian and
development programmes.
• This research was commissioned by
DFID to address a lack of knowledge
and understanding of the challenges
of growing up as a refugee, in
contexts of protracted crises.
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Youth navigate pathways to adulthood:
journeys not boundaries.
Context shapes environment .
Social relationships and markers of social
difference also affect how youth journey
towards adulthood.
Key decisions or situations can affect pathways
of education, employment, family life etc…
There is no fixed time for transitioning to
adulthood and this can be extended or
shortened for different pathways depending
on circumstances.
This research aims to explore how these
transition journeys are affected by being a
refugee.
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Research Objectives
• The research has the following objectives.
– To explore experiences of transitions to adulthood for
children and youth (aged 10 – 24) across various contexts.
– To examine the social, spatial and temporal dimensions to
refugee transitions.
– To consider how youth transitions are affected by age, gender
and other social markers.
– To develop policy and service recommendations to better
support refugee youth transitions.

Research Methods
Youth-led and participatory research
• Youth trained as researchers for working with peer groups.
Two countries: Uganda and Jordan
• To gather a diversity of experience in urban and camp settings.
Uganda: Congolese and Somali refugees
• Two locations - Kampala (Kisenyi) and Nakivale Settlement.
Mixed methods approach:
• Surveys, focus groups, narrative interviews and story mapping to
gain deep insight into youth experiences.
Analysis:
• NVivo coding followed by workshop discussions to interpret data
and review findings.

Research Locations Uganda
•
•
•
•

Research undertaken in 2 sites
258 young people engaged in Uganda
44 in-depth interviews
14 story maps
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Becoming a Refugee - the Journey
Reasons for leaving Somalia and DRC:
• War, conflict, threat of violence and instability in their countries.

Stories of journeys to Uganda are plagued by experiences of violence and
loss that have left a lasting impact on young people’s lives.
“We faced a lot of challenges on the way
that I had never seen before. Many people
died, many people were being battered.
Sexual violence and a lot of things that are
not good for one to see” (Aude, 15
Congolese female, Nakivale).
“The road was not good and we got lost on
the way. Al-Shabab were trying to kill us and
God helped us […] on that border, there
were police officers there and they were
chasing us, and we lost some people who
were killed by the Al-Shabab fighters” (Tahiil
16, Somali male, Kampala).

Being a Refugee – Impact
Being a refugee creates a legal status where they feel less than equal and has
implications for transitions to adulthood:
“it is not about religion or gender. It is all about the identity that we
have. The identity we have of being refugees […] we refugees are taken as
inferior, they treat us like we are inhuman” (Jean 23, Congolese male, Kampala).
Expectations of adult life are shattered: loss of opportunity and social networks:
“the only thing we can do is to have hope, sometimes you may get and
sometimes you may not” (Casho 20, Somali female, Nakivale).
Sense of loss is internalised: expressed as feelings of worthlessness and failure:
“I am not sure if will be the kind of person that I wanted to be in the
future” (Regis 16, Congolese male, Nakivale).
Unable to use traditional pathways, youth struggle to establish adult lives:
“being a refugee has affected my plans, I have been taken backwards […] I
turned to zero I am like a young child staring afresh with life” (Arthur
Congolese male, Kampala).

Barriers to Education
• Education is highly valued, and completing education important
for attaining social adulthood. Yet, young refugees experience
interrupted schooling and difficulty in recommencing studies.
• Key issues identified by young refugees include:
– costs: “because we did not have money […] I would be chased out
because I did not pay fees and I had to miss classes” (Jamilah 17,
Somali female, Nakivale).
– language: “I tried to continue with my education but I did not manage
because I had a challenge with language […] I gave up with education
because I did not understand anything and I did not want to waste my
parent’s money (Regis 16, Congolese male, Nakivale).
– caring and work responsibilities in the family: “I don’t have the time
for education because when I wake up […] I am busy with these young
children” (Leylo 24, Somali female, Nakivale).

Education Implications
• Inability to complete education impacts on self-worth and shapes
what is perceived as possible in the future.
• Even where young people have completed education they may
find they cannot use qualifications to access skilled work because
they have lost their certificates.
“I do not think that I will ever
continue with school because I
have over-delayed. I see myself as
a useless person [who] cannot be
compared to those who have
completed their education” (Aude 15,
Congolese female, Nakivale).

“I don’t have education and I don’t
have a life here” (Bilan Somali male, Kampala).

Livelihood Issues
Refugees have limited options for accessing work and youth feel that they
compromise their aspirations for adulthood: they are unable to get ‘good
jobs’.
Key challenges experienced by young refugees include:
• limited labour market opportunity: “the kind of work I can do is domestic
work, restaurant work or selling in a shop […] those are the jobs for
uneducated people” (Louis 20, Congolese male, Kampala).
• competition with Ugandans: “even the nationals out there do not have
jobs and we refugees compete with them, its not easy” (Serge 21, Congolese
male, Nakivale).

• discrimination: “there is a lot of discrimination here in Uganda […] good
jobs are given to nationals and tiresome difficult jobs are given to us the
refugees” (Arthur, Congolese male, Kampala).
• skills, including language: “the problems I face here is language barrier,
there are no jobs, I do not work I just sit at home, hunger all the time”
(Serge 21, Congolese male, Nakivale).

Livelihood Impacts
Higher quality jobs in offices and professions are seen as unavailable to
young refugees.
• Lack of regular income limits
opportunity to invest in skills and
enterprise:
“if I had money, I would attain driving
skills and other skills trainings but
right now I do not have money and it
will be very hard to acquire those
skills” (Jeremy 23, Congolese male, Kampala).

• Young refugees are frustrated
that they are unable to achieve
adult goals through work.

“I am a living person and my
brains and heart are still
working and I don’t want to sit
around and be like a tree and I
want to be person with goals
and moving ahead” (Filsan 18,
Somali male, Nakivale).

Marriage
Marriage is seen as a important transition
to adulthood and a way to gain status and
respect within the community.
“If you become a married person with a
family, everyone respects you and they see
you as an adult who is responsible” (Uba 20,
Somali female, Nakivale).

However, the additional responsibilities of
marriage and children in a context where
families have little money or are striving to
achieve other goals (education, relocation
etc.) delays marriage.
“I think about having a job and working
before marriage. I do not think of getting
married without a job and having money
because I do not want my family to suffer.”
(Arthur Congolese male, Kampala)

Challenges of Marriage
A number of challenges and preconditions are identified by young people
as important for marriage.

• lack of money: “I don’t have the wealth to build a family at the
moment and that is my biggest challenge that I face now” (Absame 20,
Somali male, Kampala)

• suitable match: “because this is a refugee camp and you won’t see
someone who is better than you financially, everyone is like you
and I don’t have any expectations at the moment” (Nala 19, Somali
female Nakivale)

• marriage closes off other possibilities: “I want to marry after
achieving some of my plans […] I want to help my family and reach
somewhere in life and do something for myself” (Hibaaq 21, Somali
female, Nakivale).

• marriage is part of an imagined future: “I cannot get married when
I have no peace. When I have peace I can get married” (Dominique 19,
Congolese female, Kampala).

Youth workshops: Kampala
• Participatory approach adopted to include young researchers in
reviewing and analysing emerging issues.

• Workshops in Kampala and Nakivale allowed for in-depth discussion
followed by ranking of key issues based on gender, nationality and
location - urban/camp.
• Focus on issues that affect transitions to adulthood
– Being a refugee
– Education
– Work and livelihoods
– Marriage

Stakeholder workshop
• Creates an opportunity to bring together
stakeholders working with refugees in
Uganda.
• Share very early findings from the research to
obtain feedback and contribute to analysis.
• Knowledge exchange between young refugees
and stakeholders to discuss the research and
its implications.

Refugee Context Jordan
• Regional context of long term
conflict – creates multiple
challenges in providing support to
refugees.
• Palestine (1948/1967) -Iraq (2003)Syria (2011)
Research working across 4 locations in
Jordan with 3 different refugee groups:
• Palestinian refugees in Gaza Camp,
Jerash
• Iraqi refugees in Zarqa
• Syrian refugees in Zaatari Camp
• Syrian refugees in East Amman

Institutional Context

Jerash: Gaza
Camp

• Delivery is through international agencies
(UNHCR / UNICEF / UNRWA) and INGOs.
• Public policy in Jordan geared towards a
facilitation role rather than as a service
provider.

• Jordan Compact (Feb 2016) addresses
barriers – work permits, economic
investment, vocational training.
• Common research framework with Uganda
to identify experiences and challenges to
youth transitions.

Zaatari: Syrian Camp

