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Young refugees’ participation is crucial for an inclusive and healthy democracy. Yet, in the
process of political engagement, young refugees encounter significant barriers due to
multiple social structures and political forces, which treat refugees as the “other”. According
to a recent report, there are 22 million migrants, refugees, asylum seekers, undocumented or
exiled people currently living in the European Union who experience different barriers to
political participation.1 Young refugees in the UK, for example, can lack the freedom to engage
politically for being a minority, lacking a political home and being unable to seek political
representation in their country of origin or host country.2
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Who is a “young refugee”?3
The term “refugee” is contested, influenced by the countries, cultures and ideologies that
use it. International law defines refugees as:
Any person 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 as a result of such events, is unable or, owing to such fear, is unwilling
to return to it.4
However, this definition can be interpreted by host countries differently. For example, the UK
recognises someone as a refugee only if they have successfully applied for asylum.5 The
European Union definition is more in line with international law, with the additional provision
that it also applies to stateless persons.6 The definition of refugee has needed additional
expansion to remain current; for example, to recognise people fleeing from non-state actors7
and environmental conditions.8 Under international law, refugees are guaranteed a variety of
civil, economic and social rights (again, these are interpreted differently by host countries).
Individuals can be labelled socially, bureaucratically, culturally, and ideologically as: refugees,
migrants, asylum seekers or even non-citizens. These titles are problematic and are often
deeply rooted in deficit approaches, focusing only on the problems young refugees
experience, not their assets. This confusing understanding of the political position of young
refugees can impact on their understanding of and engagement with political participation.

“Political participation” and young refugees
Political participation is what makes democracy legitimate and builds a civil society that holds
democracy accountable.9 However, political participation actually is heterogeneous. Political
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participation can be variously defined as “citizens’ activities affecting politics”10 or as “a broad
range of activities through which people express their opinions on the world and try to take
part in and shape the decisions that affect their lives”11. These definitions can suggest that
political participation relates to activities such as voting, but also posting on social media,
protests, and union engagement.
Political participation for refugees is complex. The United Nations have identified that
refugees have clear political rights, such as engaging in peaceful protest or being politically
active in support groups.12 However, “political activities among migrants cannot be seen in
isolation”.13 Factors such as ethnicity, wealth and language can mean that when migrants,
including refugees, engage in political activities, it can be interpreted by the host state in a
number of ways: a peaceful demonstration can be viewed as a riot,14 or a socially approved
group in one state might be considered a hate group in another.15 This, linked with wider
factors of disengagement such as weariness, cynicism and lack of trust in politicians16 show
how political participation can be a difficult arena for immigrants, especially refugees, to
engage in.
What can youth work do for young refugees?
Due to the barriers that young refugees may face for political participation, we focus on
political participation as engagement with community, linked to building a social capital and
individual autonomy. This type of participation can be developed through youth work.
Additionally, youth work can provide spaces where young refugees can become aware of and
develop their own agency – the capability of individuals to make their own independent, free
choices.17 By creating positive spaces to share their voices and concerns, youth work can
support young refugees to express their “view on the world”18, which can develop into other
forms of political engagement. This can involve a move away from a focus on trauma that
young refugees often feel constrained in, and instead is future-focused and involves notions
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of social engagement and settlement into local communities.19 This can be true for all young
refugees,20 but particularly for those who are experiencing political participation for the first
time.

Youth work and political education
Youth work has been a key provider of educational spaces to explore, develop and debate
political issues. In these spaces, young people can debate, discuss, and develop responses to
local issues that directly affect their world, which can be considered a form of political
participation.21
Youth workers engage in “educative conversation”.22 This is utilising conversation for the
purpose of education and engaging in specific conversations at specific times with the
intention of creating learning opportunities. In cases where young people may not wish to
discuss politics, a skilled youth worker can still support young people in the exploration and
establishment of new narratives and knowledge through group work processes, 23 essentially
challenging the dominant and mainstream narratives.24
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During the Refugee Week celebration, young refugees in a small city in the UK proposed to
create a large Union Jack flag using a collage with pictures and photographs of what they
thought it was to be “British”. They commented that they were generally unaware of negative
press (as they did not engage with the news), but they were aware of both positive and
negative attitudes from local residents (expressed on social media, as well as personal
accounts). This activity provided an opportunity for young refugees to connect with the local
community, move beyond the trauma and balance their belonging to British society with their
own cultures and traditions. The project provided a stepping-stone to more political
participation work, which eventually led them to meeting with local parliamentary
representatives.

Youth work, social capital and agency
Professional youth work can also provide spaces for young people to develop social capital
and develop agency. Agency can be defined as the implicit socio-cultural permission to act.25
However, due to the negative stereotypes around young refugees, it can seem like young
refugees lack “permission to act”. This reduces the individual’s ability to voice their
experiences and knowledge.
Young refugees are often viewed in deficit – within the lens of what they lack. This is
particularly the case within formal education,26 when they are often viewed only as victims of
trauma,27 or when they are cut out of communication due to language barriers.28 These
viewpoints homogenise young refugees and neglect the variety of strengths which they
possess, such as their own experience,29 cultural capital,30 previous education31 and
resilience32 – which are all factors that could be powerful contributors to political
participation.
Professional youth work should provide an open space for young refugees and non-refugees
to engage with each other in a neutral way and learn from each other. These spaces help in
25
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developing their social capital, which can be understood as the resources that are integral to,
and can be developed out of, networks and relationships people have.33 Accessing this social
capital can be a way of working around the barriers of political participation. This can be
summed up as easily as saying “relationships matter”, where the connections individuals build
and maintain allow them to achieve more than they would as individuals, 34 especially in the
context of political participation. In contrast, a lack of social capital can lead to social
exclusion,35 the inhibition of agency,36 as well as additional barriers to engaging with social
structures,37 such as lower prospects of employment38 and lower educational attainment.39
A group of young refugees aged 8-13 participated in Roma Day Celebration. Members of the
Roma and Travellers40 community are often victims of a variety of stereotypes.41 Using a range
of informal activities and games (for example, small paper crafts, ice-breaker games,
scavenger hunts and identity reflection exercises), the group were able to build their social
network with each other. They were also able to assert themselves as individuals. They took
part in conversations about identity, representation and how to engage with other people
positively and developed a banner for the celebration. The event provided a space for building
connections with the community, professionals, and other age groups, which in turn led to
other spaces where the young people could develop a strong sense of individual agency,
where they spoke to other individuals and professionals about their culture and experiences.

Recommendations: using the power of youth work and creating youth work power
Youth work is well placed to provide space for political education and engagement, while
developing agency and social capital. It has a long history of working with individuals and
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groups to make change and challenge oppressive structures.42 Youth work practice promotes
agency in young people to be transformational and bring positive change.43
Youth workers must think critically of power and policy and be politically active themselves in
order to encourage the social integration and political participation of the young refugees
they work with.44 For example, while challenging the dominant narratives about refugees in
media and political institutions is a daunting task for any professional, it is a necessary one
for youth workers. Practitioners should seek to challenge the status quo while working
alongside young people. They have the skill sets that help them to support young people in
developing new narratives.45
While supporting young people in political development, youth workers must use their
professional judgement, existing skill set and value base to find the best strategy for their
local area. Some authors have expressed concern over the extent to which youth work
practice itself is a part of the system, imposing existing social and cultural norms on young
people. 46 In this view, youth workers can practice symbolic domination, imposing their vision
of society, which would negatively affect the value and potential of youth work as a practice
which supports young people’s development and transformation.47 Therefore, such
imposition of one’s own views must be avoided.
Youth workers should directly connect young refugees to other professionals to help young
people develop their social capital and networks, giving them a better insight into available
services.48 Youth workers, however, also need to remain critical and work alongside young
refugees to make sure that they are not assimilated into the dominant culture, which can
result in a loss of identity.49
Moving forward
As the Covid-19 pandemic has created additional pressure on the youth sector, the value of
youth work and youth spaces in supporting the development of young refugees; agency,
social capital and overcoming existing barriers to political participation has become even
42.
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more apparent. Bureaucratic demands on young refugees, closure of youth centres, lack of
funding, or perception of refugees as people in trauma, rather than legitimate political actors,
have all had a limiting effect on their potential for participation.
Young refugees are often framed and constrained by political labels and forces and youth
work should play a crucial role in liberating them from these. In order to support young
refugees in finding their place in the political arena of the host country, youth workers should
also seek training, engage in effective research with refugee communities and encourage
each other in this process.
Finally, supporting young refugees in learning and understanding the political landscape of
their host countries does not only support their participation, but can also have a positive
impact on the participation of their communities.
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