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Overview
1. Unaccompanied minors in Belgium
2. Field work
3. Presentation of two cases
4. First results: Coping strategies and social support
5. Questions and discussion



URM in Belgium
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URM in Belgium
Staged reception system with three phases

1. First phase reception centers
• Officially max. four weeks
• “Observation and orientation”

2. Transfer to second phase
• Appointment of guardian, school
• Usually a big-scale reception facility
• Stay up to one year and more

3. “Sustainable solution” in a third phase
• Small-scale, independent living



URM in Belgium
Minors off the radar

Sudan, Ethiopia, Somalia
Maghreb and Egypt
Serbia and Romania

Humanitarian hub
Informal reception networks



Field work
Recruitment in two first phase 
reception centers (“OOC’s”)

Participant observation
79 participants

1st follow-up in Belgium, Germany, 
France, Switzerland after one year

15% left Belgium (age-test, 
Dublin, family…)
53 participants

2nd follow-up until the end of this year
OOC Neder-Over-Heembeek
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Research sample
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Case 1: Habibullah from Afghanistan



Case 1: Habibullah from Afghanistan
Participant: So I am happy that I reached here, here I am safe. 
And the place is good, the camp is good. Food and everything. 
For that I am thankful. And for the rest I am trying to forget. 
Researcher: Ok, so you try to forget. And how do you do that? 
Participant: I love to smile, to play, we go to play football and 
every week I go to my cousin, just trying to forget about it.



Case 1: Habibullah from Afghanistan



Case 1: Habibullah from Afghanistan
[about the guardian]
So I needed my ID card, the Afghani one, the Tasquira. They said 
that I needed that and so I asked him so he sent it to me straight 
away and to get the documents, the legal documents he helps 
me with that too and if I call him he will come in here to visit me, 
to see me and... some guardians are not like that but he's good 
in these things anything like that he helps me with that.



Case 1: Habibullah from Afghanistan



Case 2: Ahmed from Chad



Case 2: Ahmed from Chad

“I keep thinking about my grand-mother. I’m really worried 
about her. It’s been three years that I haven’t seen her.”



Case 2: Ahmed from Chad



Case 2: Ahmed from Chad



Salient issues at arrival in Belgium
High level of symptoms (anxiety, depression, post-traumatic stress)
Most prominent daily stressors:

Worries about friends and family
Worries about legal documents, uncertainty
Language barrier, strange food, high level of structure
Crowded center, noise

Importance of social support (especially peers)
Safety



Salient issues at follow-up 1 (after ca. 1 year)
Disruptions of social network
Impact of asylum procedure, age-test, Dublin procedure, etc.
Importance of social support (peers, ethnic community, volunteers, formal)
Continuing avoidance of symptoms, sleeping problems, but also resilience
Difficulty to find a house



Salient issues at follow-up 2 (after ca. 2 years)
Disruptions again
Work
Loneliness
Social support
Continuing avoidance of symptoms
Turning 18 – no guardian
Discrimination
Family reunification



Coping strategies and resources
Social support on various levels
Interactive continuum (Farwell, 2001)
Four themes

Avoidance and distraction
Continuity and coherence
Resourcefulness and autonomy
Positive thinking and belief

Ideological level

Community

Formal

Peers

Family

Individual



Avoidance and distraction
A strong urge to avoid difficult memories, thoughts and feelings

“Yes we entertain with our friends. When 
you are alone, then you don’t want to be alone 
you just go and entertain with your friends and 
sometimes we go and play football […] If you 
are alone, lonely, then you think about those 

past experiences but […] when you’re with your 
friends then you forget these things.”



Continuity
A sense of continuity and coherence

“I go to friends and we talk about, the past 
and then some time we talk about politics and 

we talk about president from Afghanistan 
called […] yeah so then we talk about, him so 
like that so then about our past and about our 

country we talk so that helps me.”

“When I get up early in the morning first I pray.”



Resourcefulness and autonomy
A high level of maturity and resourcefulness

“I need to help myself.”

“Yeah. So I usually follow and I see how 
people are behaving so as not to commit any 

mistake against anybody.”



Positive thinking and belief
Positive thinking and putting things into perspective

“I sleep well, I go to school. It’s all you need. It’s 
good what I have. I mustn’t complain because
many people don’t have what I have today”

“So I want people to know about Eritrea and 
especially the people who sacrifice their lives 

for Eritrea”



Research perspectives
Longitudinal aspect

Evolution of well-being, social support, coping strategies, etc.
Contact with/support from family at home
Continuity and disruptions
Case studies

minors who left Belgium
minors who went to “LOI’s”



Discussion

• Questions and remarks?
• What research questions are relevant for you?
• How to deal with the accounts of (police) 

violence?
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