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 ،السباحة أحلم
 .الخاصة كبیر بیتي أتوقع

 ،ومثیرة جديدة أشیاء

 .وخاصة المختلفة الغذائیة

 جمیلة تكون وسوف

 .بالطائرة قريبا وسنذھب

 

 .ألمانیا إلى يأخذني

 ھناك دراسة من أتمكن حتى

 .عائلتي وأرى

 .ثم أسنان طبیب سأكون

 .جديدة صداقات يكون أن أحب

 .فرنسا زيارة أن أريد

 

 - المنزل أعود واحد يوم

 .بعد متأكدا لست أنا - ربما

 ذلك أعتقد ال ،ال ،حسنا

 .ھنا ذلك في ترغب سوف كنت أن منذ

 العیش لقمة كسب وسوف

 منھم واحد ويشعر
 

 

 

 

 

 

“I dream of swimming, 
I expect my own big house. 

New things exciting, 
especially different food. 

It will be beautiful. 
Soon we’ll go by plane. 

 
Bum di-a-dah 
Bum di-a-dah 
Bum di-a-dah 
Bum di-a-dah 

 
Take me to Germany. 
So I can study there 

and see all my family. 
I’ll be a dentist then. 

I like to have new friends. 
and wanna visit France. 

 
Bum di-a-dah 

… 
 

One day I go back home - 
maybe - I am not yet sure. 
Well, no, I don’t think so 

since I’ll like it here. 
I will make a living 

and feel as one of them.” 
 

 
(Poem – written by the 11-year-old Syrian girl Bushra in Greece –  

to the music of “I like the flowers, I like the daffodils…”)  
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Abstract 
I argue that education in refugee children’s rights and an understanding of these rights as living 
rights can play a seminal role in avoiding conflicts between refugees and receiving societies; this 
also applies to so-called developed countries. My argument is based on a three-month fieldwork 
among refugees in a Greek camp, where I used a participatory research design with 29 children 
and youths between the ages of 11- to 25-years.  
 

Today, the European Union (EU) is experiencing the largest influx of refugees since 
World War II with millions of people mainly from Syria, Afghanistan and Iraq fleeing to 
Europe. Many of those are children and youths both accompanied and unaccompanied. Greece 
in particular has become a “flashpoint” of the crisis of child refugees and is accused of human 
rights violations due to inhumane conditions in reception camps and detention centers 
following the border closure with Macedonia. Greek authorities and EU governments seem 
politically and practically overwhelmed by the situation which has fueled all across Europe 
xenophobic sentiment and has seen the rise of populist movements claiming that the refugees 
have exaggerated expectations about their rights. Considering that a short-term political 
solution to the Syrian war seems unlikely keeping refugees in exile for many years, there is an 
urgent need to learn more about the newcomers’ expectations of their rights, specifically of the 
young people as the future of society. Even more so because to date there is no research that 
focuses on those expectations from the perspective of the right’s holders themselves. 
 

My thesis suggests that, contrary to widespread public opinion in Europe, refugee 
children and youths express needs and harbor expectations regarding their rights that are 
broadly in line with key legal frameworks on refugee protection, specifically the 1951 Refugee 
Convention, the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) and the Common 
European Asylum System. Both my child and youth respondents had clear expectations about 
their rights, including immediate access to education, fast asylum procedures, acceptance in the 
host country and participation in its social and economic life. However, the youths were more 
aware of the extent to which these rights were denied by authorities. They felt caught in a prison 
like cattle without control and uncertainty about the future which affected their coping with 
the emergency situation of a camp and the ability to keep their expectations alive. 

 
The inhumane treatment and increasingly negative public discourse that criminalizes 

asylum-seekers and refugees as social and economic burdens arriving with unrealistic 
expectations, therefore question whether host societies are sufficiently cognizant of children’s 
understandings of rights and living up to the UNCRC guiding principle that children’s best 
interests should be given priority. Thus, both Greece’s and the EU’s failure to act on the legal 
framework for refugees reveals that the required policy instrument to implement refugee laws, 
including public education in refugees’ and children’s rights and young refugees’ understandings 
thereof, are sorely missing. I claim that this education could play a seminal role in fostering 
mutual understanding and ease acceptance and integration of newcomers into society.  

 
Key Words: refugee children and youth, children’s rights, expectations, living rights, coping, 
Greece   
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INTRODUCTION 
 
 
 
The Background to the Study. 

 
War and conflicts are forcing millions of people mainly from Syria, Afghanistan and Iraq to 
flee to Europe (UNHCR, 2015b). Today, the European Union (EU) is experiencing the 
largest influx of migrants since World War II making for a so-called “European refugee and 

migrant crisis”1. One in every four asylum seekers arriving at the borders are children 
(UNICEF, 2015). Greece in particular is the main point of entry where children make up 
over a third of all migrants. The country has thus become a “flashpoint” of the crisis of child 
refugees (Global Comment, 2016) and is accused of human rights violations due to 
inhumane conditions in reception camps following the border closure of the Former 
Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia (FYROM) in 2016 with the result that over 57.000 people 
are stuck on its border with Greece (UNHCR, 2016b). Greek authorities and EU 
governments seem politically but also practically overwhelmed by the situation (ZEIT, 
2016). This has fueled all across Europe xenophobic sentiment and has seen the rise of 
populist movements claiming that the refugees have exaggerated expectations about their 
rights.  
 
I must confess that I, too, was convinced by them having unrealistic expectations. I had 
therefore planned to research how refugees’ (self-)representation and expectations compared 
with those of state-actors. Then I carried out my fieldwork with 29 accompanied and 
unaccompanied 11- to 25-year-old Syrian and Iraqi refugees in the Navikala camp in 
Northern Greece, volunteered in over 20 reception facilities, interacted and observed 
hundreds of refugee children and youths. They made jokes, laughed, were determined to 

                                                
1 This expression does not accurately describe the situation since the majority of all migrants to Europe 
being refugees in line with the 1951 Convention’s definition (see chapter 4). Therefore, in the following 
I use only the term “refugee crisis”. I refer to this term to express the migration influx’s far-reaching 
international, national and personal consequences fully aware that it is Eurocentric as it highlights what 
is happening at Europe’s borders, and overlooks similar conditions in other geographical parts, e.g. 
Southeast Asia. 
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learn and above all, although without possessions, they had arrived with clear expectations 
about their rights and needs as refugees in Greece. They did also not passively wait for the 
fulfilment of their rights as defined by states or international institutions but devised a range 
of strategies to realize them as best as they could.  
 
This behavior surprised me as it contradicted my literature review on young refugees 
conducted before I went into the field. Studies on refugee children, especially 
unaccompanied minors (URMs) in the fields of psychology, public health, social work and 
law, overwhelmingly represent them as helpless victims in need of protection from state and 
non-state-actors. Their traumatic experiences and resulting mental health problems would 
be beyond the realm of what is considered a “normal childhood” (Wernersjö, 2012:495; 
Bourdillon, 2006).  
 
After the fieldwork I decided to study in more detail the 1951 Refugee Convention that 
forms the key legal document of today’s international refugee protection and relate it to the 
rights’ expectations that both children and youths expressed. To my surprise, I discovered 
that the young refugees’ expectations observed in the field were neither exaggerated nor 
unrealistic, rather were they entitled to the majority of rights under international law.  
 
To date there is no research that focuses on young refugees’ expectations regarding their 
rights at point of arrival in Europe and their coping strategies in the face of rights denial. 
The present thesis is therefore intended to address a gap in the literature. Since the majority 
of refugees are unmarried, unaccompanied male young adults between 18- to 34-years (Pew 
Research, 2016b) with low working experience and therewith in a dependency-situation 
similar to that of children (BAMF, 2016), I have included them in the study. The thesis is 
also unique in its use of research tools designed to examine young refugees’ rights’ 
expectations from paintings and a series of interviews. Acknowledging, first, young people 
as social actors in their own right with capabilities (Sen, 2000) from the multidisciplinary 
perspective of international development studies; and, second, by examining young refugees 
(successful) coping with unfulfilled rights as revealed with the constraints of camp life, the 
thesis also takes a clear agentic approach. 
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Aims of the Study  

The thesis has three aims: First, using the Greek Navikala camp as example to critically 
investigate which expectations refugee children and youths from Syria and Iraq formulate 
regarding their rights as both young people and refugees. Second, to compare their 
expectations with those formulated in key legal frameworks on refugee protection, i.e. the 
1951 Refugee Convention, its 1967 Protocol, the UN Convention on the Rights of the 
Child (UNCRC) and the Common European Asylum System (CEAS) and the 
implementation thereof by Greek state authorities in the current European refugee crisis. 
Third, using the notion of living rights (Hanson & Nieuwenhuys, 2013) to identify young 
refugees’ right’s understandings in their coping with the constraints of camp life. 
 
Structure 

The thesis is divided into seven chapters. In the first I develop the theoretical framework 
using the key concepts relevant to this study and summarize them in the conceptual scheme. 
The second chapter introduces the research question and sub-questions and presents further 
details of the research design and methodology used during fieldwork. I discuss, first, how a 
constructionist epistemology guided the formulation of the research design and decisions on 
methods, sampling and data analysis; second, the ethical considerations and limitations that 
occur due to my thesis’ focus on marginalized young refugees. Chapter three consists of a 
description of the context of Greece in the current European refugee crisis, and depicts the 
unique characteristics of the Navikala refugee camp and its young residents. Chapter four 
analyses the key legal frameworks on refugee protection on international, European and to 
a lesser extent the implementation thereof on the national Greek level. The data analysis 
takes place in chapters five and six: Chapter five then presents the expectations of refugee 
children and youths in the camp regarding their rights as refugees and the key information 
sources that shape these expectations. Chapter six discusses how the children and youths 
coped with their life in the camp and the role of their rights-understandings therein. Chapter 
seven summarizes the findings, shows their relevance and ends with an attempt for academic 
and societal recommendations. 
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Key Terms and Definitions 

For clarification reasons, in the following key terms of this thesis are highlighted and 
defined. 
 

Key Terms and Definitions 
 

Defining ‘refugee’ 

In line with the UN-Convention relating to the Status of Refugees in what follows I refer to refugees 

as persons who flee conflict or persecution and thus are outside the country of their nationality, 

unable or unwilling to return to their country of origin “owing to a well-founded fear of being 

persecuted for reasons of race, religion, nationality, membership of a particular social group or political 

opinion”. Refugees are protected under international law with the 1951 Refugee Convention 

forming the center of refugee protection today.  

In the following, the term young refugees or youngsters shall be used as a shortcut for refugee and 

asylum-seeking children and youths (unaccompanied or accompanied) between the ages of 11-to 

25-years (UN, n.d.). 

 

 

Defining ‘asylum-seeker’ 

While every refugee is initially an asylum-seeker, not every asylum-seeker is a refugee. This is 

because an asylum-seeker is someone who has lodged an asylum-claim that has not yet been 

accepted by national asylum systems and has not been granted official refugee-status yet according 

to the 1951 Refugee Convention. If not recognized as a refugee in need of international protection, 

asylum-seekers may be sent back to their countries of origin.  

 

 

Defining ‘child’ and ‘unaccompanied refugee minor’ 

This study refers to the UN’s definition of children as any human being under the age of 18 

(UNCRC, 1989) with a particular focus on older children from 11- to 18-years. This focus is 

chosen because children in this age are “often invisible in discourse and data, falling between policies 

and programmes focused on ‘children’ and ‘youth’” (UNICEF, 2016). 

Unaccompanied refugee minors (URMs) are also under the age of 18 years, refugees and typically 

unaccompanied or separated from both parents and without any adult guardian who by law or 

custom is responsible for them (UNHCR, 1997). 
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Defining ‘youth’ 

Consensus is missing within the international community over the correct chronological definition 

of youth (see UNICEF, 2009:11) wherefore the age cohort varies between 10 years (UNICEF, 

2009)2 to 35 years (African Union, 2006)3. For the purpose of this research, I define youth as those 

between the ages of 18- to 25-years who have passed puberty but are not married (Sommers, 

2011:11). Hence, they are not explicitly included in the age-based definition of the UNCRC 

anymore. However, despite profound physical and internal changes and resulting differences in 

mental development compared to minors, today’s majority of refugee youths have not yet received 

full psychological and economic autonomy (SAHRC, n.d.). The resulting low working experience 

brings them in a dependency-situation similar to that of children (BAMF, 2016) making youths 

relevant for this study. Thereby I understand that youth is a fluid term, wherefore its meaning can 

vary in different demographic, economic or socio-cultural contexts (Cardozo et al., 2015:8). 

 

 

Defining ‘refugee-producing and host country’  

Refugee-producing countries are the largest source countries of refugee population. For this study, 

the top three nationalities of arrivals in Greece are particular necessary. There, 87% of arrivals 

come also from the world’s top ten refugee-producing countries led by Syria (47%), Afghanistan 

(25%), and Iraq (15%) (UNHCR, 2016b). 

A host country, on the other hand, is defined as a country in which asylum-seekers seek protection 

under the UN Refugees Convention. I use the terms host community or host society interchangeably 

with host country. 

 

 

Defining ‘family-reunification’ 

Under the 1951 Refugee Convention there is no right for refugees to family-reunification. 

However, the importance of unity of the “nuclear family” – husband, wife and dependent children 

– was discussed at the final Final Conference of Plenipotentiaries on the 1951 Convention calling 

it an „essential right of the refugee“ and is enshrined in international law. Also the EU confers a right 

                                                
2 The UN defines youth as people between 15 and 24 years due to statistical reasons. The complete 
definition is available at http://www.unesco.org/new/en/social-and-human-
sciences/themes/youth/youth-definition/  
3 The African Youth Charter defines youth as everyone between the ages of 15 and 35 years. The 
complete definition is available at 
http://www.un.org/en/africa/osaa/pdf/au/african_youth_charter_2006.pdf 
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to reunification for separated refugee families in the EU with Directive 2003/86/EC. UNHCR 

promotes and assists with reunification. 

 

 

Defining ‘relocation’ 

Relocation is „[t]he transfer of persons who are in need of international protection from one EU Member 

State to another EU Member State“ (EC, 2016d). Relocation is possible only for applicants with an 

average recognition rate of international protection at the EU-level above 75%. These may include 

currently Syrians, Iraqis and Eritreans. 

 

 

Defining ‘humanitarian crisis’/’emergency’ 

A humanitarian crisis is “[a]n event or a series of events in a country or region that causes serious 

disruption to the functioning of a society […] [and] exceeds the ability of the affected people to cope using 

their own resources” (UNICEF, 2016d). For the purpose of this thesis, the sudden arrival of an 

unexpected number of migrants and refugees of over one million in Europe in 2015 and difficulties 

of countries to cope with this influx can be classified as a humanitarian crisis or emergency. 

Thereby Greece being the face of the crisis due to its geographical location at Europe’s external 

borders. 

 

Tab. 1: Key Terms and Definitions. 
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Chapter 1 
 

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 
 
 
 
Taking an Agentic Approach to Refugee Studies. 

 
In this chapter I present the theoretical lenses through which I analyzed my research: 
Expectations, human and children’s rights, the conceptions of the refugee figure with a focus 
on the refugee child, living rights and coping. The first section positions young refugees’ 
expectations regarding their rights and needs within the value-expectancy model of 
migration. Section 2 briefly discusses children’s rights as human rights and the dominant 
understanding of childhood that influences also the image of young refugees which I explain 
in Section 3. Section 4 presents a new approach to children’s rights that focuses on rights as 
lived experiences. Section 5 then explains young refugees’ coping with severe circumstances. 
In all this, I emphasize on the agency of children and youths as anchored in the 1989 
UNCRC (Art. 12) through acknowledging their experiences, rights’ expectations and views. 
 

I. Expectations of Migrants 

Expectations, “the act of looking forward in anticipation of the future, are a dynamic research focus 

because they capture the process of evaluating future outcomes of alternative decisions” (De Jong, 
2000:307). In this thesis, expectations relate to young refugees’ hopes about the 
implementation of rights concerning their status as asylum-seeking refugees, hence rights’ 
expectations. They aim their expectations towards authorities of the host state and 
institutions formally commissioned for the implementation of refugee and children rights by 
the international community under international law as I discuss detailed in chapter 4, i.e. 
United Nations International Children's Emergency Fund (UNICEF) and United Nations 
High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR).  
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There is lack of studies in the social sciences about expectations in forced migration4, 
especially not regarding rights, neither of refugee children and youths at point of arrival nor 
in the current European refugee crisis. Accordingly, frameworks are limited to initial 
expectations of voluntarily migrants. Here, expectations are linked to the motivation to 
migrate based on push-pull and gravity factors (De Haas, 2011:8) through a rational cost-
benefit calculation of income-maximization. This is conceptualized with the value-
expectancy framework (De Jong & Fawcett, 1981:50) that states that voluntarily move-
decisions are based on a set of alternative places by maximizing the sum of expected utilities 
and social relationships. These utilities include dimensions of suggestion, comfort, wealth, 
status, autonomy, affiliation and morality, can change over time and differ between sexes 
(De Haas, 2010). 
Several individual and household characteristics, social and cultural norms, personality 
factors, e.g. risk-taking, information flows prior to migration or social relationships, e.g. 
living near family, influence the decision to move and where to move indirectly (Haug, 
2009:587; Sabates-Wheeler et al., 2009:747). These influencing factors can be of relevance 
for this thesis since the decision of place still needs to be made by the majority of young 
asylum-seeking refugees arriving in Greece as the latter is regarded only as a transit country5 
for the final desired European host country (EC, 2016c). In this, especially social 
relationships may be important to understand the rights’ expectations of unaccompanied 
minors and youths since they remain loyal to the mission most of them received prior to 
flight (Derluyn & Broekaert, 2007).  
 
Although refugees’ decision-processes may be driven by value-expectancy to some extent, 
too, I think that the usefulness of the value-expectancy framework for this study’s aims is 
limited. This limitation, in my opinion, stems from several gaps: First, the framework is 
rather static in its attempt to explain expectations. However, I argue that forming 

                                                
4 Forced migrants are migrants who have no choice but to migrate and are thus victims of their circumstances 
(Castles, 2003), e.g. ethnic conflict, pervasive human rights abuses, political persecution (Art. 31, 1951 
Convention). 
5 A country through which migrants transit from the originating country to the intended destination in a third 
country. For economic or family reasons, the destination is often a particular Member State, not the EU as a 
monolithic whole. Within the EU particularly Greece is impacted causing a prolonged stay in a country the 
migrants hoped to pass through quickly. 
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expectations is a dynamic, complex and agentic process that involves emotional reasons as 
well as different individual strategies. Besides, the framework does not sufficiently take into 
consideration the expectations of migrants regarding their rights as such in the new host 
country, and to even lesser extent acknowledges those of refugees and young forced migrants. 
Third, the value-expectancy framework is only about migrants’ expectations, yet leaves the 
expectations of receiving countries out. For these reasons I am not going to use the 
framework of value-expectancy fully in the context of this thesis. I rather suggest to use the 
general term “expectation” to leave room for individual interpretations and to express the 
dynamic and agentic processes that are involved in the formation of expectations. 
 
Until now the focus was on migrants’ expectations. Whether these expectations are realistic 
or not is, however, measured by the expectations of the receiving countries. Here, Valentine 
et al.’s study about Somalian refugee’s communities in the UK (2009), for example, show 
clashes between refugees’ and host country’s expectations, indirectly communicated through 
norms and policies. This is because „residents of their wider community do not recognise them 

[refugees] as British but, rather, label them an ‘outsider’ and subject them to racist harassment“ 
(ibid:237). Already in 1981 (351), Stein argued that refugees’ expectations are often romantic 
and unrealistic. This is supported by the ECRE Task Force on Integration (1999)6 that 
analyzed refugees’ perspectives on integration. Here, the wish to be accepted in the new host 
society was dominant, however, the ability to do so depended on personal and institutional 
factors. Such institutional factors are identified, e.g. with Bhutanese refugees in the U.S.: 
While state resettlement organizations expected self-sufficiency by the end of the third 
month, refugees expected more (financial) support and perceived the organization’s 
expectations of independence unreasonable. Such disjunctions at structural level in the 
refugee-citizen continuum can become barriers to refugees’ successful integration (Shrestha, 
2011).  
 
In sum, young refugees and their families have various motivations to migrate. It is clear that 
also refugees make use of expectation value and balance different possibilities to try to 
maximize the outcome of their flight. Nevertheless, in forced migration the choices are 

                                                
6 The complete document of the ECRE Task Force on integration (1993) is available at 
http://www.ecre.org/resources/Policy_papers/516  
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limited which consequently restricts the use of a rational approach to migration that the 
value-expectancy framework supposes. Besides, the latter does not explain expectations of 
refugees regarding their rights. Thus, in the rest of the thesis I use the term “expectation” 
instead and therewith mean refugees’ expectations about their rights as such in the receiving 
country. These expectations of their rights as refugees can be indirectly included in refugees’ 
formulated initial moving-decisions and needs. This is, as I claim, because refugees’ 
expectations of a positive future at departure might still be the same at point of arrival in the 
host country despite possible traumatic flee-experiences (Eide, Hjern, 2013; Boas, 2013). 
 
Having clarified the use of the term “expectation” in this thesis’ context, there still remains 
the question of the meaning of rights. What do we know about rights and how are they 
applied here? That is what I discuss in what follows. 
 

II. Human Rights as Children’s Rights 

What are human rights? For Sen (2004:319) human rights are not primarily “legal” 
commands, but rather ethical demands by people that can, yet are not necessarily translated 
into law. As such, they are ‘supra-positive law’ which means that human rights are law 
neither made nor given by states, but law that “emanates from the people and has to shape the 

state” (Künnemann, 2015:68). Consequently, human rights (economic, social, cultural and 
political rights) are recognized as entitlements and achieved through legislative action 
inherent to all human beings for the simple fact of being human. However, Künnemann 
(2015:68) warns that often human rights are identified with human rights law or only 
regarded as “morally laudable aspirations” instead of rights in law in themselves. This becomes 
clear with marginalized people such as refugees fleeing war: They do not feel they need the 
state to tell them what their human rights are nor do they wait until the state fulfils its human 
rights obligations. 
 
In order to be able to claim human rights, one needs to be free. Therefore, Sen derives the 
importance of human rights from the idea of freedoms. Since the obligations for states – the 
primary duty-bearer regarding human rights (ICHRP, 2009:25) – are threefold, namely to 

respect, to protect, to fulfil, they all suppose the respect for freedom in one way or another 
(Osmani, 2005:213). With the rise of international institutions such as the UN or human 
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rights NGOs, there is also an increase of legal globalization including the global spread of 
the human rights catalogue (Michaels, 2013). This reveals the universal and fundamental 
character of human rights as all human beings are presumed to be equal irrespective of sex, 
race, religion or language including children. While this theoretical idea of also recognizing 
children as full bearers of rights is honorable, I think that in practice it clashes with the 
modern concept of childhood. 
This is because with the emergence of the modern concept of childhood in the late 19th 
century among Victorian middle and upper classes the sanctity of the child was emphasized 
(Hart, 1991:53). Children are considered as society’s most vulnerable human beings because 
of lack of capabilities (Sen, 1992) and most exposed to abuse, poverty and neglect and thus 
carry particular vulnerabilities and interests. As such, they are separate to adults, in need of 
care and protection by the state and family. This attitude remains dominant in Western 
societies until today. To ensure that children’s needs are met, the UNCRC was developed, 
and signed by the UN General Assembly in 1989. Today, it is the most widely-ratified 
international human rights treaty in history including every UN member state except the 
United States. The convention sets out provision, protection and participation rights that 
cover civil, political, economic, social, health and cultural rights. The UNCRC claims 
universal validity and aims to, first, extend the fundamental human rights not only to adults 
but also children although there are limitations regarding e.g. the right to vote, work or free 
movement. Second, deriving from these limitations is the acknowledgment that children are 
a separate group characterized by immaturity compared to the superior adult (Cheney, 2013) 
and must be treated accordingly. 
 
However, this indicates the UNCRC’s Eurocentric nature which derives from our 
understanding of children as incomplete citizens-in-training. Bourdillon (2006) frames it 
the “Western notion of childhood” that is criticized as a “manifestation of Western hegemony and 

partly incompatible with certain other cultural traditions” (Liebel, 2012:14). This is because it 
sees childhood only as a developmental period of learning and leisure. For example, the 
possibility that an URM acts out of free will, hence is fleeing willingly without a parent is 
excluded of the contemporary Western thinking about children. This forms not only a top-
down approach to children’s rights. In this, human and children’s rights are regarded as an 
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expression of power elites aiming to modernize and civilize backward cultures (see ibid; 
Bentley, 2005; Valentin & Meinert, 2009).  
 
To conclude, the Western conception of childhood reduces children to mere victims, to 
receivers of welfare requiring guard-keeping rather than bearers of rights (Nieuwenhuys, 
2008:7). This, consequently, denies the child the right to express opinions which is 
specifically reflected in the case of refugee children’s representation and is this study’s focus.  
 

III. Constructions of the Refugee  

The conceptualization of „the refugee“ irrespective of age in refugee studies generally tends to 
concentrate on notions of victimhood, where victimhood is defined as the state of being a 
victim due to suffering from adverse circumstances (Kohli, 2006). Through predominantly 
negative terms such as loss, trauma and separation (Wernersjö, 2012), refugees are reduced 
to “their bodies, to a mute and faceless physical mass“ (Rajaram 2002; see also Helms, 2015; 
Drakulic, 2015). Cultural expectations and legal definitions are responsible for this 
contemporary image of refugees (Jeffers, 2011:2) as I explain in the following: 
First, the etymology of the abstract word “refugee” (frz., refugié (1680): a shelter/protection 
from danger or trouble7) already encourages binary notions of “us” vs. “them”, “home” vs. 
“away”, where “home” means safety and belonging, “away” represents the unknown and 
unrooted. This is because refugees are individuals who are forced to flee their homes due to 
conditions that exceed those considered “normal” (Rutter, 2006:4): The home government 
is either not able or willing anymore to provide protection for those under its jurisdiction, 
wherefore the refugee must find a new alternative which keeps him/her between both the 
international and domestic sphere questioning belonging and identity (Dowty & Loescher, 
1996:44). 
Second, from this Jeffers deduces (2011) that the growing numbers of refugees arriving in 
Western states since the late 1980s have not only developed into a “refugee crisis” and 
“problem” due to numbers but due to the nation state and identity. Conceptually, human 

                                                
7 The word was first applied to French Huguenots who migrated after the revocation (1685) of the 
Edict of Nantes. The word meant "one seeking asylum," till 1914, when it evolved to mean "one fleeing 
home" (first applied in this sense to civilians in Flanders heading west to escape fighting in World War 
I). 



 13 

beings belong to a nation-state. However, falling out of this state-citizenship-relationship 
makes individuals vulnerable since there are challenges according to Agamben (2004:116) 
to guarantee the fundamental human rights when they cannot be recognized anymore as 
“rights of the citizens of a state”. Haddad (2008:7) even argues that “[a]s long as there are political 

borders constructing separate states and creating clear definitions of insiders and outsiders, there 

will be refugees”, hence they are part of our international society. 
Third, migration has thus become increasingly politicized and internationalized despite the 
activities of the UN High Commissioner for Refugees being of humanitarian and social, not 
political nature (Agamben, 2004:115; Isotalo, 2010:134). In Europe, for example, there is 
tendency for negative politicization of immigrants, asylum-seekers and refugees as scapegoat 
rather than a sole human rights approach (Huysmans, 2000:770). This fuels not only 
“domestic political spectacles in which migration is often easily connected to security-related 

problems” (ibid), e.g. crime, but also reinforces the securitization of migration (conceptualized 
with the securitization theory by Buzan et al., 1997) resulting in a rather radical strategy of 
excluding certain people groups as being dangerous to cultural values, public safety etc. (ibid). 
Security of the native population is therefore prioritized over newcomers. Recent terror 
attacks in Paris or Berlin in which refugees have been involved seem to make such a political 
strategy plausible and legitimate. It, however, postulates a homogenous refugee population, 
hence a mass phenomenon that is not distinguished by individual cases and characteristics 
illustrated inter alia by European media reports that generalize refugees as “’dangerous’ Syrian 

Refugees” (Huffington Post, 2015). This fuels the rise of populist movements and 
xenophobic, specifically Islamophobic sentiment against (Muslim) refugees. 
Fourth, the increasing use of incarceration of undocumented migrants in Western states, i.e. 
detention centers for unaccompanied refugee minors, make exclusion particularly obvious. 
This not only prevents research due to restricted access for outsiders in such institutions but 
also encourages what Utas terms “victimcy” (2005), i.e. the marginalized playing the victim 
in order to be classified eligible recipients of asylum, aid and/or family-reunification. 
Therewith notions of invisibility and voicelessness are reinforced and empowerment 
rendered problematic (Erden, 2016). Rajaram’s study (2002) of Oxfam Great Britain’s 
project “Listening to the Displaced” contends that also humanitarian agencies largely fail to 
consider that their “interests as a development agency lead to filtering of a particular sort of voice 
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of the displaced” (Rajaram, 2002). Therewith, narratives of refugee experiences become “the 

prerogative of Western ‘experts’” and thus a reproduction of Western ways of understanding.   
Finally, even the formal international refugee protection regime instituted through the 
formulation of the 1951 Refugee Convention forms an “abstract universalism” (Nieuwenhuys, 
2008:5) by presenting refugees as a homogenous, helpless group in need of protection. This, 
consequently, undermines the specific cultural and social context in which the subjects of 
law are living and acting.  

 

a. Representation of the Refugee Child 
In particular, for refugee children, adding to this perceived victimhood-representation is the 
fact that refugee studies tend to concentrate on children’s traumatic experiences and the risk 
for mental health problems (Wernersjö, 2012; Fazel & Stein, 2002) because of potentially 
experienced stressors like war, loss, malnutrition, detention and separation from family, 
culture and home country (Birman et al., 2005). The period of settling in – in this case study 
a forced settling into an undesired host country over an undefined time-period – is referred 
to as a season of “secondary trauma” (Fazel & Stein, 2002:366). Around 50% of newly arrived 
refugee children show symptoms of anxiety, even post-traumatic stress disorder (ibid). These 
symptoms of emotional instability were particular pronounced among asylum-seeking 
refugee children from the Middle East (Montgomery, 1998b). As a result, they are perceived 
as being beyond the realm of what is considered a “normal” childhood (Bourdillon, 2006) 
which further risks resulting in disempowerment and marginalization through “othering”. 
Neglecting young refugees’ heterogeneity in terms of gender, age, ethnicity, past and current 
experiences reinforces such exclusionary mechanism as a study with refugee young people in 
Australia showed (Taylor, 2008). The images and language that politicians, news media and 
international development organizations tend to use in order to create compassion further 
accentuates their vulnerability (Helms, 2015). The photo of the dead body of Ailan, the 
Syrian boy found on the Turkish shore in September 2015 is a case in point. So is the new 
Save the Children-advert (2016)8 that in order to highlight the plight of refugees shows the 
dramatic, fictive journey of a young girl fleeing war-torn Britain.  

                                                
8 The advert of Save the Children can be watched here:  
www.savethechildreninternational.exposure.co/children-on-the-move-in-europe 
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This is especially true for the “particular vulnerable group” (Wernersjö, 2012:503) of  
URMs who are typically without parents, under the age of 18 years old and refugees. In 
addition, most of them are adolescents and thus in the important stage of developing their 
identity (Derluyn & Broekaert, 2007). Derluyn and Broekeart’s research found (2007) that 
almost half of the 166 examined URMs suffered from severe symptoms of anxiety, 
posttraumatic stress and depression. These symptoms would result in difficulties in 
integration-processes into host societies. Pupavac (2008) counters claiming that the trauma 
framework implies impaired capacity and the need for individuals to surrender their welfare 
to expert authorities. Casting refugees in the sick role risks, she argues, compromising their 
rights. Besides, viewing URMs as inferior fails to reflect their roles in decision-making and 
what state actors expect from them (Heidbrink, 2013:137).  
 
The literature discussed until now does not provide answers to the role of the subjects of law 
– in my case children and youth – their understandings of the rights granted to them in 
diverse cultural and social contexts and how the state can recognize right-holders’ views. 
Therefore, I will introduce now the approach of living rights (Hanson & Nieuwenhuys, 
2013) that regards children’s rights as a “living practice” shaped by children’s everyday lived 
encounters. As such, it suggests to recognize young people as social subjects with own 
perceptions by acknowledging “how children negotiate meanings and influence practitioners’ 

interpretations of their rights” (van Daalen, 2012:12). 
 

IV. Children’s Rights as Living Rights 

The notion of living rights challenges the idea of children’s rights beyond the “narrow 

confines of the UNCRC without, however, disregarding or rejecting children’s rights as codified in 

(international) law” (Huijsmans, 2015:249). Instead of limiting our understanding of 
children’s rights to legal codes, Hanson and Nieuwenhuys (2013:31) suggest to look through 
children’s own eyes by including how “children engage with, interpret and give meaning to their 

rights. It is from this bottom-up perspective that their rights can be seen as living rights”. Central 
to the approach is then that rights are translations of ideas of right and wrong that exist in 
the real world and are built upon lived experiences, hence the use of the term living.  
Besides the top-down written international children rights also local right’s conceptions are 
legitimate, such as customs or norms. Additionally, the living rights approach focuses on the 
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influence of social action to shape and practice human rights. Therefore, rights formulated 
by young people themselves have a “more direct and concrete connection to their lives” (van 
Daalen et al., 2016:39) which can support policy makers and child rights practitioners in 
engaging with more context-specific, localised policies and programs. Rather than looking 
only into the correct implementation of the UNCRC, Nieuwenhuys et al. (ibid) state that 
children’s rights already exist, are alive and practiced in a given context even before codified 
into legal principles. The notion then attributes agency to children acknowledging that they 
can act upon tensions or contradictions they face. Living rights are therefore closely 
connected with both the notion of living law (Hertogh, 2009) which argues that law 
continually evolves and is dynamic according to changed circumstances, hence living and the 
children’s rights from below framework (see for example Liebel, 2012).  
For this, the framework is based on three interrelated analytical concepts: living rights, social 

justice, translations. For this case study particularly the concept of living rights is useful which 
I discuss now. 
 
Living rights are the lived experiences and active interpretations in and through which rights 
are shaped. This means that different interpretations of rights exist which are “[…] responsive 

to the world that the young construct as part of their everyday life” (Hanson & Nieuwenhuys, 
2013:3). As such, the concept is opposed to dominant understandings of rights in disciplines 
like law or philosophy, e.g. abstract rights. 
 
So, using the living rights notion for this thesis helps to overcome shortcomings in refugee 
literature by understanding how children and youths situated in the specific context of a 
reception camp contribute to manifestations of living rights, in other words how they “shape 

what these rights are – and become – in the social world” (Hanson & Nieuwenhuys, 2013:6). 
By looking at the case of the marginalized group of refugee children and youths in a reception 
camp in Greece, this study highlights why both the legal debate and the practice of children’s 
rights must be linked with the young people’s daily experiences and ideas of rights especially 
amidst an emergency crisis (Liebel, 2012). I therefore widen the living rights approach to 
youths as well as refugee rights and examine its validity in an emergency setting. In contrast 
to UNCRC and – as will be explained later – the 1951 Refugee Convention that sees the 
child as passive and vulnerable and the refugee as helpless, I challenge the aforementioned 
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dominant notion of the classic Western childhood and the sole focus on implementation 
issues in much children’s rights literature (Huijsmans, 2015:249).   
A way to reflect young refugees’ agency is their coping behaviour as discussed now. 

 
V. Coping among Young Refugees 

Only a limited amount of research, particularly in the field of social psychology and public 
health highlights refugee children’s and youths’ coping strategies. This is the case with 
studies from the UK that focus on the specific resilience of young asylum seekers with the 
aim to enhance their psychosocial well-being (Kohli & Mather, 2003; Eide & Hjern, 2013; 
Chase et al., 2008; Ghorashi, 2005) or the US (Luster et al., 2010). Kohli (2006), for 
example, states that asylum-seeking children represent themselves as multidimensional 
people with agency, not just victims of their severe circumstances and structures. As such, 
they are not mere receivers of humanitarian aid, they are also resourceful agents of change 
with dreams about escaping from exclusion, also known as social death (Boas, 2013:613) and 
clear visions of a positive future in the new country (Eide & Hjern 2013). Although these 
studies see young refugees as active agents capable to deal with diverse circumstances, they 
concentrate on psychological processes rather than on the societal consequences that may 
result from keeping them in thin narratives of victimhood (Kohli, 2006). Despite (refugee) 
children and young people’s rights to participation and agency, internationally agreed to 
under the 1951 Convention, the European Convention on Human Rights, EU asylum 
legislation and the UNCRC, this would mean that young refugees are in practice denied the 
right to present their “clear visions” and expectations (Rajaram, 2002). 
 
Rather than focusing on trauma, this thesis takes an agentic approach using adaptive coping 
as frame (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984). I define agency as the inherent tendency to seek out 
novel challenges, explore, learn, and extend one’s capacity (Ryan & Deci, 2000). In the 
context of refugee life, agency is manifested when individuals have the capacity to generate 
alternative solutions to cope with adversity, stress and survive traumatic experiences 
(Fernando & Herbert, 2011). Coping refers to “cognitive and behavioral efforts to manage 

specific external and internal demands that are appraised as taxing or exceeding the resources of the 

person” (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984:141). Regardless of effectiveness, a set of strategies exists 
to purposefully attempt to manage stress depending on the specific situation (Compas, et 
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al., 1988). Particularly important is the distinction between problem-focused coping, defined 
as efforts to act on the source of stress to change it, and emotion-focused coping, defined as 
efforts to regulate emotional states that are associated with or result from stressful events 
(Lazarus & Folkman, 1984). Moreover, cognitive restructuring and obtaining social support 
are applied as types of coping strategies (Tobin, Holroyd, Reynolds & Wigal, 1989). 
 
None of these coping skills are inherently adaptive or maladaptive, nor are they completely 
opposite dimensions, wherefore a decrease in one dimension does not imply an increase in 
the other. Besides, coping is linked to the individual’s cognitive appraisal of the stressful 
situation. Thus, the latter co-determines the coping selection. The effectiveness of a coping 
strategy in managing stress depends therefore on the degree to which it matches the 
appraised situation (Mitchell, 2004:20). According to Zakowski et al. (2001), emotion-
focused coping is utilized particularly in situations with high levels of uncontrollable stressors 
(non-escapable), e.g. natural disaster, illness, while problem-focused coping dominates in 
dealing with (semi-)controllable stressors (avoidable), e.g. decide to evacuate, choose the 
right doctor. Most situations have both controllable and uncontrollable factors. 
 
A study of Somalis in a Kenyan refugee camp found that cultural and local customs such as 
strong social networks or high degree of mobility in the case of Somalis’ nomadic heritage 
aid to cope with camp life (Horst, 2006). Therefore, this study pays attention to context and 
cultural specific coping mechanisms, e.g. religion or collectivist culture. Since previous 
studies have suggested gender differences (Compas et al., 1987), the following analysis 
separates coping in boys and girls but also age differences between children and youths, if 
necessary. Thereby only individual rather than community-level factors are included. Due to 
the limitations of this research, the functions served by the coping strategies are not part of 
this paper. 
 
The value of applying Lazarus and Folkman’s coping-model in studying coping strategies in 
older children and younger adolescents has been validated in Compas et al.’s study on coping 
with interpersonal and academic stressors (1988) as well as recently in Leppma and Szente’s 
research on refugee children’s fears and coping mechanisms in New England (2014).  
Traumatic experiences are not limited to life prior and during the flight. Once in camps, 
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young refugees are also confronted with ongoing stressors and adverse situations impacting 
the mental and physical health (Reedy, 2010). Thus, exploring young refugees’ attempts to 
cope with severe constraints of refugee camp life can contribute to both creating an image of 
human complexity instead of vulnerability and providing information for addressing 
refugees’ physical, mental, social and legal needs in order to build on their strengths rather 
than the stressors.  
 

VI. Conclusion: The Link between Expectations, Living Rights and 
Coping  

In this chapter I have first discussed the value-expectancy framework and showed that 
despite its limited usefulness in explaining forced migrants’ expectations about moving 
outcomes, it does not sufficiently describe young refugees’ dynamic processes in forming 
expectations regarding rights. As a result, I suggested to use the term “expectation” instead 
for this thesis’ focus. I have then given a brief background on the emerge and meaning of 
human rights as children rights. Human rights are not granted by states but inherent to all 
human beings including children. However, I have argued that in reality the idea of children 
as right-bearers clashes with the “Western notion of childhood” (Bourdillon, 2006). I have 
explained that in Western societies, children are generally regarded as immature due to their 
vulnerability, even more so refugee children and youths, who additionally and potentially 
suffered traumatic experiences. This feeds the international community’s desire for 
protection which is also ensured under the UNCRC and refugee specific protection rights. 
Yet, as argued, refugee children and youths are heterogeneous subjects. So are their 
expectations and needs regarding their rights. Without active involvement of the right-
holders and a subject-of-law oriented perspective the implementation of young refugees’ 
rights into practice is ineffective as it excludes the principle of the best interest of the child 
and the UNCRC’s guarantee of children’s participation in the decisions affecting them. 
Thus, refugee children and youths need both protection and opportunities which is reflected 
in the notion of living rights. Knowledge of their right’s understandings in the context of a 
refugee camp is essential to meet their needs and expectations most accurately through 
policies, legislation and programs. Rights thus need to be understood as living rights as it 
challenges the view of young people solely being passive victims and asks to see them also as 
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active agents. Young refugees’ agency is revealed, for example, in their coping with 
adversities that I have explained in the final section of this chapter. Therefore, I claim that 
including living rights into the framework of children’s and refugees’ rights can contribute 
to show that refugees are not mere passive victims, but also active agents. 
 
The theoretical framework explained above can be graphically summarized in the following 
conceptual scheme. 
 

 

Fig. 1: Conceptual Scheme. (Source: Author) 

The scheme shows a circular process where young refugees arrive with certain expectations 
regarding rights and needs in Europe which are influenced by individual characteristics. 
These expectations both are influenced by and influence a certain right’s interpretation. In 
this, rights are conceptualized not only as international and regional legal codes formulated 
by states and institutions, but also as living rights. These divergent interpretations of 
refugees’ rights further differ and are influenced by the representation of the young refugee 
– either as agent or victim or a combination of both. This can affect not only the 



 21 

implementation of rights in a specific context by authorities, e.g. the Navikala camp, but also 
refugees’ behavior and coping strategies and impacts again how the youngsters can keep their 
expectations alive.  
 
In the next chapter, I lay out the research question that guides this study and a detailed 
explanation how I planned and executed my research.  
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Chapter 2 
 

RESEARCH DESIGN AND METHODOLOGY 
 
 
 
Doing Research with Young Refugees in a Humanitarian Crisis Situation.  

 

What follows reflects on the research design that served as the architectural backbone of this 
study. After stating the research question and sub-questions, I will elaborate on the 
epistemological assumptions that underpin the research methods in section 2. Section 3 
introduces the sampling strategy and its criteria. Section 4 explains the data collection 
process that took place during a fieldwork visit to Greece from mid-June 2016 until the 
beginning of September 2016. This is followed by a description of the data analysis process 
in section 5. Finally, I conclude the chapter discussing ethical and practical issues that 
especially concern research with vulnerable young people and reflect on the limitations of 

the research.  

 
I. Research Question  

The main research question is: 
What are both young Syrian and Iraqi refugees’ expectations about their rights and coping 
strategies at arrival in Greece, and how do these relate to key international legal refugee 
frameworks?  
  
This question is disaggregated into the following, interrelated sub-questions: 

1. What needs and expectations of their rights in Europe do young refugees express at 
arrival in Greece in the current refugee crisis? 

2. What does that reveal about how young refugees’ rights-understanding? How useful 
is the notion of “living rights” to describe this understanding? 
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3. How do key legal frameworks for refugee protection, i.e. 1951 Convention, CRC 
and CEAS understand young refugees’ rights? 

4. How do the young refugees conceptualize their rights and how does this compare to 
the legal frameworks of refugee law?  In other words, how realistic are the youngsters' 
expectations about their rights?  

5. Given the often reported inhumane conditions and right’s violations in Greek camps, 
how do young refugees cope with the severe circumstances of emergency? 

 

II. Epistemological Stance  

This study tries to increase the understanding of the expectations and coping strategies of a 
specific group of marginalized people, namely refugee children and youth living in a Greek 
refugee camp. Believing that social reality is complex and created actively by interactions 
between individuals or groups, I analyze both the social context and the young refugees’ 
expressed needs through their lens (Creswell, 2003:9). Therefore, I chose constructivism, a 
position “which asserts that social phenomena and their meanings are continually being 

accomplished by social actors” as my ontological position (Bryman, 2016:29).   
Constructivism challenges the ontology of objectivism which believes that social reality is 
pre-given and external to social actors who, as a result, cannot influence the given reality. 
That would imply that only one objective truth exists that can be measured through research 
enquiry (Breckenridge, 2012). However, based on my constructivist perspective and in line 
with Appleton, King (2002) and Charmaz (2003), I argue that social actors construct 
multiple social realities as they assign meaning to their surroundings. Thus, a concept like 
expectations (De Jong & Fawcett, 1981) can be regarded as a social construction whose 
meaning is built up through interactions. The meaning, however, will vary by both time and 
place (Bryman, 2016:30). This can be seen particularly in the case of today’s predominant 
narrative of the refugee crisis threatening the European continent, leading to an increase in 
the likelihood of terrorism and encouraging populist reactions (Pew Research Center, 2016) 
through discourse analysis because “constructionism frequently results in an interest in the 

representation of social phenomena” (Bryman, 2016:30).  
 
My ontological choice led to the selection of an interpretivist epistemology and therefore, an 
inductive approach because of the belief that the world does not exist independently of the 
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individual’s knowledge of it. Reality therefore is subjective and different for everyone. This 
means that the “social world can only be understood from the standpoint of individuals who are 

participating in it […]” (Kuada, 2012:73). Thus, to answer the research question raised in 
this paper and to reveal “hidden social forces and structures” (Scotland, 2012:12), I examined 
research participant’s interpretations of their reality in their life setting and through open-
ended questions. Hereby, I avoided to impose Western inspired concepts. Instead, I 
constantly adapted and evolved my interview guide based on the key issues mentioned by my 
respondents. The interpretation of these findings, however, is inevitably shaped by my own 
experiences and backgrounds (Crotty, 1998). Even more so, because my literature coverage 
is largely limited to Western scholars owed to linguistic barriers or barely available literature 
of Arabic scholars.  

III. Sampling Strategy and Research Population 

“I am finished! I want to present first“, “No! It is always you. I want to go first. Look, 
Anna, this is our house in Syria. Here you can see my friend Baraa and myself climbing 
up the tree in our neighbourhood!” (Selma, Syria, female (8)) 

 
The joy was great when I asked the refugee children to introduce themselves with the help 
of a self-drawn portrait. They painted the silhouette of their heads colorfully with all sorts 
of things that expressed their personality and feelings at the moment: hobbies, family, 
friends, the old home, dreams of the future etc. Curious and with an unfamiliar silence, the 
children listened to each other and stared at the different portraits. 
 
This creative introduction gives an impression of the enthusiasm of my child participants 
that I will introduce further in this section. I do this by, first, defining my sampling strategy. 
Then I present the research population, in this case the young refugees of the Navikala camp 
who served as the unit of analysis. I present their specific characteristics in order to better 
understand the research findings. 
 
I selected research participants through quota or non-random sampling. This allowed me to 
investigate their specific behavior based on characteristics such as age, sex or ethnicity that 
can inform about the behavior also of refugees beyond the ones I studied. Furthermore, non-
random sampling is especially applicable for hidden, hence unknown populations and thus 
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more sensitive subjects (Faugier & Sargeant, 2008). Random sampling was thus rejected as 
technique due to bias, e.g. regarding to the selection of rather outgoing children with strong 
social skills. Yet, I wanted to equally research possible different expectations of refugees with 
more introvert personalities. Quota sampling enabled that. In this, a stable mental status of 
research participants was key to adhere to my ethical principles of “do no harm”. This required 
consultation with service providers about the youngsters’ psychological wellbeing in advance 
as well as about ethnic differences among refugees that might have led to conflict during 
research. For sampling, I focused on the government-run Navikala camp in the 
administrative district of Thessaloniki in the province Macedonia because, as explained later, 
both through volunteer-work I knew the camp-managers from Swisscross.Help and the 
camp had high proportions of young people. From this site, I sampled 29 participants9 in 
cooperation with aid workers, and divided them into two groups based on age: 11-to 18-
year-old children (both sexes) for participatory activities, who were again divided into three 
sub-groups, and the 18-to 25-year-old youths (only males for reasons mentioned in the 
introduction and limited access to female residents) for in-depth interviews. 
My sample size was guided by the concept of saturation as “failure to reach data saturation has 

an impact on the quality of the research conducted and hampers content validity” (Fusch & Ness, 
2015:1408). Determinants for data saturation included: my study could be replicated 
(Walker, 2012), no new information was obtained (Guest et al., 2006) and “further coding 

[was] no longer feasible” (Fusch & Ness, 2015:1408).  
 
Twenty-five of my 29 respondents came from Syria, the rest from Iraq. In their home 
countries they had attended school with the exception of Ishaq (20 years) who already 
worked as a hairdresser and guitar player, ‘Abid (25 years) who was a graduate in interior 
design college and Akil (24 years) who held a diploma in electric engineering, though 
without a job yet. While two of the total 23 children I talked to were unaccompanied also 
five of the total five 18- to 25-year-old youths were travelling by themselves. As they had no 
jobs and still relied on the state and parents for (financial) wellbeing, they were in a situation 
similar to that of the children. Only the 20-year-old Butrus arrived with his family in Greece 
as did the rest of the accompanied children – sometimes, however, only with one parent 

                                                
9 The complete list with all respondents can be found in the appendix. When citing perspectives of my 
respondents, a number behind the name indicates the respondent number of that list. 
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since the other parent had either died, had travelled ahead or had been left behind for 
undefined reasons. Nevertheless, the majority already had relatives in another European 
country, especially Germany, Finland and Sweden, with which they hoped to be reunited 
and this, as we will see, influenced their expectations regarding their rights. The reasons for 
fleeing to Europe remained rather vague. Most stated that there is war in Syria and Iraq and 
thus no future in these countries, but also the fact that Europe, and particularly Germany, 
had opened its borders had encouraged flight. Only ‘Abid named the persecution for his 
Christian faith as a more specific reason.  
 

IV. Methodology  

Considering my ontological and epistemological stance I found qualitative methods as most 
suitable to gain understanding of rights’ expectations of young refugees. informed the 
methodology of this research. This allowed a narrative, open-ended and holistic approach 
resulting in “persuasive” qualitative data (Cresswell & Plano Clark, 2011:172). Due to the 
scope of my research and the inability of quantitative data to describe “the subjective content” 
(Greene & Hill, 2005:13), quantitative methods were not implemented. 
As Einarsdóttir (2007) recommends, I applied methods that were appropriate for both 
children’s and youth’s competences, interests and contexts. This led to the use of a variety of 
methods that not only provided the opportunity for data triangulation, but also to “stimulate 

and maintain the interest of participants and to evoke children’s perspectives on their own 

wellbeing” (Thomas & O’Kane, 2000).  
To conduct qualitative methods of data collection, I thus divided my research into three 
parts that build on each other, namely participant observations, participatory activities and 
in-depth interviews. They are presented in this graph and described below. 
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Fig. 2: Overview of Data Collection Methods. (Source: Author) 

a. Observations and Field Diary 
To understand the behavior and lived experiences of my respondents within their “natural” 
social setting of the refugee camp (FMO, 2011; Schuh & Upcraft, 2001), I carried out an 
initial observation within the camp site. This helped to identify potential research 
participants, build trust and gather basic data about social networks and power structures of 
their everyday realities (answer sub-question 5). Once I had identified my specific research 
participants, the initial rather general observation turned into a purposeful participant 
observation. 
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Particularly helpful in this was my contemporaneous internship with the NGO A21 and my 
role of leading the organization’s prevention and awareness events in refugee camps. As such, 
I got to see over 20 different camps throughout whole Greece. This gave me further 
opportunities to observe differing formulated needs and expectations in the broader refugee 
crisis context as demonstrated, for example, through (verbal or written) words, images or 
body language (Hopkins, 2008). Besides, it allowed me to interact with care takers, friends 
and parents of young refugees.  
 
My inability to speak Arabic or Farsi language or my unfamiliarity with the Arabic culture 
appeared sometimes a challenge, i.e. following informal conversations or interpreting 
interactions, e.g. parents leaving their children unsupervised in the camp-site. Nonetheless, 
all informal conversations as well as interesting observations were noted down in a field diary 
to guide further conversations and interviews. 
 

b. Participatory Research Activities 
Based on the general understanding of refugee children and youths’ behavior through 
observation, my 11-to 18-year-old research subjects were addressed directly through 
participatory research. Drawing on my social-constructionist view of childhood, the purpose 
of this was to place young people’s own realities and so-called “child cultures” (Veale, 
2005:253) and “youth cultures” (Ginwright, 2008:13) at the centre of the research (Oh, 2012). 
Furthermore, creative, participatory methods helped to break young people’s potential 
reluctance and to increase their involvement. Therefore, I focused on visual ethnographic 
approaches as suggested by Oh (2012) when working with refugees to highlight imaginative 
processes and therewith serve as a tool for research participants to engage in knowledge 
production and critical analysis of their expectations on rights in Europe as well as reciprocal 
learning between participants and researcher. These approaches included drawings, 
photovoice and painting as explained below. So-called “icebreakers” were facilitated to 
introduce the methods and keep the group engaged. Each activity followed an informal 
discussion with the whole group about the created material and its meaning. 
I followed a phased research to allow for both reflexivity and adaptation of methods for 
following activities (Molina et al., 2009:164) and space to opt out for participants. Therefore, 
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I met the same sub-groups in several stages and time-breaks in between over the course of 
around three months. 
Doing research in the midst of an emergency with lack of (infra-)structure required to 
constantly adapt to new circumstances. My role therein was a balance between observer and 
facilitator, inter alia to prevent bias on refugee children of my presence as a Western, 
specifically German10, female researcher and because my inability to verbally communicate 
with the young refugees directly. This made interpretation of Arabic11 crucial. For all my 
research activities I had an interpreter whom I found among the refugee youths and whom 
I had instructed beforehand about my research purpose, ethics etc. In agreement with the 
camp organiser, I used their language skills not only for my own benefit, but as a “useful tool 

for empowering them and improving their self-esteem” (Couch, 2007:37).  
 

Drawings 

To discover non-verbally and creatively how refugee children see themselves and their past, 
present and future lives, they made drawings (answer sub-questions 1 and 2). They drew 
portraits of themselves and were asked to incorporate typical character-attributes, things they 
like/dislike or current needs (Clark, 2005). The disadvantages of this method, like imitations 
or disinterest in drawing, were outweighed by its benefits. After the drawing-session, the 
respondents presented their drawings in detail and engaged with each other. This gave me 
the opportunity to ask questions such as ‘why did you draw yourself like that?’, ‘How do you 

think European decision-makers should treat you? Why?’. 
Three days later, we met again. Drawing on their statements from the first session, I had 
prepared images of things they mentioned they aspired to and could trigger views on their 
rights’ expectations, e.g. symbolic pictures about family-reunification, friendship, leisure 
activities, housing, school, material wealth, European citizenship. From these pictures, they 
could each choose the three most important ones to explain how they wanted to fulfil these 
hopes and what they expected from the EU in order to achieve their goals. Thereby direct 

                                                
10 Most respondents expressed a desire to continue travelling to Germany because of the country’s 
welcome culture and economic status. Thus, I did not state at the beginning that I am from Germany as 
that would have influenced their responses about their expectations on their future.  
11 The majority of refugees staying in Greece are speaking Arabic although most of the 16- to 18-year-
old refugees are able to speak English, too (theGuardians, 2015).  
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key messages for state-actors could be identified, e.g. children’s desire for interaction with 
native local children or education. 
 

Photovoice-technique  

The first two sessions were supported by an adaptation of Oh’s photovoice-technique (2012) 
and poem-writing to more accurately answer sub-questions 1 and 2. First, with the help of 
a friend, I organised a photoshoot with the children, dressed up in their dream-job-outfit to 
encourage them in a fun and memorable way to hold on to their dreams despite challenges. 
The process of taking pictures guided the discussions and allowed me to dig depper about 
aspects highlighted by the refugees. Since I was not allowed to give gifts to my respondents 
due to camp policies, the photo served as such. Second, while one half of the group took 
pictures, the other half wrote poems that summarised our discussions of the previous 
sessions, then the groups changed. One poem can be found at the beginning of this thesis.  
 

Canvas-Painting 

Finally, to answer sub-questions 4 and 5, the children painted a canvas for the camp’s school-
tent-door with both how they see and experience camp-life and their understandings of 
rights as young refugees. Painting is becoming increasingly popular as research method for 
refugee children also in other locations, e.g. in the Zaatari or Azraq camp in Jordan (see for 
example CARE Jordan, 2015) because it promotes change in the “lives of the oppressed and 

disenfranchised groups” (Green & Kloos, 2009; Oh, 2012). 
Through the combination of verbal and visual aspects children actively reconstructed 
knowledge. This was suitable for my theoretical framework as it challenged dominant 
methodologies, “decolonized research” (Chilisa & Ntseane, 2010:625), bypassed language 

barriers and aroused young people’s interests (Einarsdóttir, 2007). 

 

c. Semi-structured in-depth Interviews 
While one-to-one interviews were identified as inappropriate for children to answer the 
research question as they could be inhibited or obliged to provide socially acceptable 
responses (Shaw et al., 2011), semi-structured interviews were conducted to find out in-
depth about the youths’ views of their rights’ expectations and needs. Through the camp 
organizers and the youth interpreters, I got access to six male youth refugees between 18 and 
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25 years of age. For both age groups, the guiding-questions were carefully developed in 
cooperation with children and young people’s service providers before and after each activity. 
I took notes and tape-recorded all sessions to facilitate evaluation and monitored the 
participants’ stress-level to guarantee wellbeing of youth (see ethics).  

 

V. Data Analysis  

The analysis of the qualitative data collected was guided by Glaser and Strauss’ grounded 
theory methodology (1967). Grounded theory is an emergent method (Charmaz, 2008) of 
constant comparative analysis that generates theory from inductive data in order to explain 
the phenomenon researched rather than starting with preconceived assumptions. As such, 
the method suits the interpretivist stance of this study. Analysis takes place constantly. 
Thereby, coding forms the key process because it is then when the “conceptual abstraction of 

data and its reintegration as theory takes place” (Holton, 2007:265). 
 
First, through open coding, I identified, named and categorized phenomena. These codes 
were then related to each other (axial coding) and further categories identified. As a final 
stage, selective coding took place where core concepts were identified and abstracted (Price, 
2010). Yet, instead of developing a self-reliant theory, this study aimed to rather contribute 
to and building upon already existing theoretical concepts. Due to time constraints, the point 
of saturation was reached only to a limited degree.  
 
All discussions and interviews were recorded using iPhone voice recorder and transcriped 
manually (Green et al., 1997). Coding of these transcripts was done manually without any 
software. In the analysis, I focused on content of data rather than linguistic matters because 
of my research focus and because most interviews were translated into English. Aware of the 
language barrier, grammatical errors and filling words were carefully opt out in the 
transcriptions to decrease unnecessary distractions without changing the meaning of 
statements. To counteract misunderstandings due to difficult to translate Arabic concepts, 
my interpreters described such concepts in English to me, e.g. the meaning of family.  
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VI. Ethical and Practical Considerations  

Ethical questions are central to research with adolescents and youth (Alderson & Morrow, 
2011), particularly with young refugees in humanitarian settings. Though literature in this 
area is under-developed (UNICEF, 2016d) Vervliet et al. (2015) recommend a multi-layered 
approach to research ethics as researchers are ethically responsible at micro- and socio-
political levels. While ethics can be defined as a “set of moral principles and rules of conduct” 

(Morrow, 1996), ethical research deals more specifically with „the application of a system of 

moral principles to prevent harming or wronging others, to promote the good, to be respectful, and 

to be fair“ (Sieber, 1993:14). Ethical issues regarding consultation, child protection, privacy 
and confidentiality, voluntary participation and power relations are acknowledged here in 
line with the ethical guidelines of the Amsterdam Institute for Social Sciences Research 
(2013) and UNICEF’s recently published Procedure for Ethical Standards (UNICEF, 
2015). Emergencies, however, present extreme circumstances where these issues present 
even greater complexity.  
 
Although parental consent is central when conducting ethical research with children as also 
mentioned in Greek law (FRA, 2016), the absence of some parents of the (unaccompanied) 
minors made truly informed consent challenging (Thomas & Byford, 2003). In these cases, 
a legally authorized representative was consulted instead, i.e. social worker. For the rest, I 
went together with representatives from SwissCross.Help, to the tents and explained the 
project to parents to obtain oral consent. An important requirement for this was the 
development of trustful relationships with humanitarian organizations before accessing the 
refugees since service providers were legally responsible towards the Greek authorities for 
the activities in the camp. But also to build trust with parents to receive permission for 
children’s participation quicker. Nonetheless, to “explain the purpose and nature of [their] 

research clearly and unambiguously” (Morrow & Richards, 1996:101), informed consent by the 
young people themselves is essential and was pursued to my best ability, e.g. with a short 
introduction to my research plans and their role therein. Also concepts like confidentiality 
that were foreign to refugees’ cultural backgrounds were then explained. This also meant 
that I made clear that participation could neither positively nor negatively influence their 
asylum process.  
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Although making my role clear, the security dangers and respondents’ living conditions in 
the camp required an ethical balance between neutrality and sympathy, especially how to use 
and evaluate informal information that mainly youths shared after official interviews. Here, 
Rodgers’ approach of ‘hanging-out’ comes into play as an “important ethical imperative in its 

own right” (2006:49). I followed this approach by coming earlier and staying longer in the 
camp after I had finished the research session, helping with taking care of children or having 
dinner together. This revealed that the objectivity and neutrality that Landau and Jacobsen 
(2003) demand from a true scientist in refugee research, neglects the reality of refugee camps 
not being “scientific laboratories” (Rodgers, 2006:49). The more important it is to generate 
qualitative information through “intensive informal and interpersonal interactions” (ibid:48) 
about forced migration. As such, the researcher can bypass polarising social agenda and 
challenge the link between knowledge and power. In this, it is necessary to keep in mind 
that the invasion of the West into Afghanistan and Iraq already produced mistrust among 
many Middle Eastern people towards Westerners which made presenting myself as an expert 
less useful and effective.  
 
Research into rights’ expectations of young refugees is a less sensitive topic. Nonetheless, I 
was aware that possible emotional distress could make them resistant to participation. To 
avoid (re-)traumatization, I followed a sensitive research-approach as suggested by Thomas 
and Byford (2003:1400). The aim was to respect the wellbeing of children and youths, 
wherefore I introduced mechanisms for relaxation during and after research, inter alia leaving 
my contact details with service providers, giving the possibility to stop or refuse to reply at 
any time, discussing preliminary research findings and including games for children. 
 
Given both issues of power dynamics in one-on-one interviews and questionnaires, and 
refugee minors’ experience of long interviews during asylum processes and the fear of 
authority, Hopkins (2008), advises to avoid interviews and rather apply participatory 
methods which I did as explained above. Participatory approaches can also help to overcome 
some ethical problems in research involving children directly (Thomas, O’Kane, 1998). In 
this, ethical research needs to consider the issue of honor and shame in Arabic culture and 
diverse, ethnical backgrounds of my participants. This was carefully acknowledged in the 
participant-selection in consultation with the camp organizers. Furthermore, Hopkins 
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(2008) sees it as the researcher’s duty to report child protection issues to carers if children 
themselves reveal that they are at risk. I took this responsibility, yet emphasized 
confidentiality and privacy to minimize harm, e.g. through data protection and 
anonymization of participants and their “community” at any research stage.  
 
A final barrier was gaining initial access to refugees. The Greek army together with UNHCR 
strictly controlled access and activities in the camps, especially for researchers. The contacts 
that I had developed through my internship were therefore crucial for this project, also 
because camp policies can change rapidly depending on the officer or UNHCR 
representative in charge.  
 
To conclude, ethics were an ongoing and reflexive part of my research project so that the 
rights and well-being of children were respected at all stages (Powell et al., 2013). 
 

 

VII. Limitations  

Besides ethical and practical considerations, there were other challenges that limited to some 
extent my research. Firstly, the necessity for an interpreter resulted in longer research 
sessions. This required a detailed plan of activities and breaks to boost children’s 
concentration and excitement, but also increased the likelihood to lose information, e.g. 
missing content or important informal conversations while painting. To circumvent this, I 
called for an in-depth briefing with my interpreter(s) before each research session. 
 
Secondly, my position as a German, non-Muslim, female researcher subliminally influenced 
the participant’s responses and interactions with me. They considered me being a friend, but 
also an “outsider” (Sumner & Tribe, 2008) of their current situation. Therefore, I managed 
participant’s expectations regarding their asylum-process and desire to move to Germany by 
clearly mentioning that I was not a government-worker. Yet, I am aware that also my own 
preconceptions of social phenomena and my “economic, social and cultural background” 
(Sumner & Tribe, 2008:42) may have caused bias to some extent as they influenced the 
selection of participants, interactions and interpretations. This is even more so because of 
my interpretivist stance that requires from the researcher to not only understand people’s 
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actions from their point of view and interpret other’s interpretations. “[I]ndeed, there is a third 

level of interpretation going on because the researcher’s interpretations have to be further interpreted 

in terms of the concepts, theory and literature of a discipline” (Bryman, 2008:28). 
 
Thirdly, cultural differences that impacted my research became noticeable by the fact that 
most of my youth-respondents were male. Their female counterparts were not only smaller 
in number – as is the case for real asylum applicants’ distribution by sex according to available 
statistics from Eurostat (2015) - but also the ones living in the camp were supposed to do 
“housework” or watch their siblings rather than engaging in research. This access barrier to 
female respondents between 16 and 25 years of age challenged gathering new knowledge 
about their views and in a way, was also revealing of the expectations of both young men and 
women. 
 
The refugee’s state of being, children’s often short and simplistic answers as well as the site’s 
condition were further challenges. Lack of hygiene, aid workers and facilities sometimes led 
to chaos and required adapting my research to constant new circumstances, e.g. one time 
over 50 children wanted to take part in my research, breaking into the provisional built camp 
school. Being limited in time, I could not involve these children resulting in disappointments 
as well as distractions of my participants.  
 
The specific time and place of data collection is a further limitation: A week before I started 
the fieldwork, Greek authorities cleared the country’s largest unofficial camp in Idomeni on 
the Macedonian border, redistributing thousands to new camp-sites across Greece. This 
replacement was accompanied by the realization that the Balkan refugee route would remain 
closed permanently and that refugees were officially stuck indefinitely in official Greek 
camps (proasyl, 2015). These political measures have affected expectations as we will see. 
Moreover, Navikala camp was still a relatively small camp compared to other Greek camps 
that hosted up to 2,000 refugees (UNHCR, 2016). However, the fact that it is organized by 
the private relief organization SwissCross.Help brought more freedom regarding the camp’s 
infrastructure and my research. This was illustrated by me getting access to the camp for 
research purposes. 
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Finally, the sole focus on young refugees excluded the collection of possibly differing views 
and situations of refugees living in other camps and/or from other backgrounds and 
demographics. This then limits the policy recommendations I make at the end of the thesis.  
 

VIII. Conclusion  

This chapter showed that a subjectively-informed qualitative approach was identified as the 
most useful way to generate knowledge to answer the research question. It also revealed that 
qualitative research criteria such as credibility, authenticity, dependability, confirmability 
and reliability were tried to be implemented purposefully at each research stage. Throughout 
the research process, a “catalogue” of good practice (Seale, 1999) was applied to achieve a 
high level of credibility. Central was the commitment for ethical research in the specific 
humanitarian setting of a refugee camp as stated by UNICEF (2016d). Besides ethical issues 
present in other research settings, the emergency context required greater carefulness to 
engage children in research and improve their lives. Through participatory research methods 
I tried to give voice to the “invisible” (Harrell-Bond, Voutira, 2007) without claiming to fully 
represent them. In doing so, I achieved authenticity as well as internal validity as becomes 
clear also in chapter 5. Although I tried to avoid subjectivity, opinions and theoretical 
inclinations may have influenced dependability. However, the criterion of confirmability was 
pursued by using interpreters who checked my behavior and questions constantly. Although 
my research is specific to a time when FYROM closed its borders and the EU introduced 
stricter entry requirements and although policies can change any moment currently 
impacting external reliability, the findings are based on “thick descriptions” of social reality 
(Bryman, 2008:379). Thus, they can be transferred to both other milieus of vulnerable young 
people and refugee camp-settings. The restrictions of both qualitative research methods and 
the scope of the research, i.e. time constraints, the specific political situation with its effects 
on refugees, the emergency environment of a camp that did not exhibit laboratory conditions 
and the relatively small sample size have influenced catalytic authenticity and generalization 

of findings to some extent. 

The research design and methodology are embedded in the situation of refugees in Greece. 

The following chapter thus presents in details this research context. 
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Chapter 3 
 

RESEARCH CONTEXT 
 
 
 
Understanding the Meaning of the European Refugee Crisis for Greece: 
“The Refugee and Migrant Crisis in Europe is a crisis for children” (UNICEF, 2015) 
 
In the previous chapter I laid out the design and methodology of my research. I now move 
on to the broader context in which the research took place. I zoom into the context by first 
explaining the impact and meaning of Europe’s mass migration and refugee influx for the 
economic crisis-torn Greece, the consequent attitudes of society towards migrants and the 
specific situation of young refugees. Second, I briefly describe the situation in Greece’s 
Navikala camp which serves as research site with a focus on its young residents.   
 

I. The European Refugee Crisis in the Context of Greece  

 
In the summer of 2015, more than a million migrants arrived at Europe’s borders due to war 
and poverty in North Africa and the Middle East leading to the so-called largest European 
refugee crisis since World War II. European countries were not prepared for such a large 
influx and there followed debates and difficulties in dealing with this mass migration due to 
disarray among EU Member States over asylum creating a vacuum for the uprising of radical 
right-wing groups and xenophobia across Europe. Most migrants had come across the 
Mediterranean Sea through the so-called Eastern Mediterranean Route (see fig. 3) with the 
conflict in Syria being the biggest driver of migration (BBC, 2016). 
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Fig. 3: Main Migration Routes into Europe in 2015. (Source: SciDev.Net, November 2015, 
Online map with further information: http://www.scidev.net ) 

 
In 2011, with the fall of Gadhafi in Lybia, independent armed groups who made profit from 
trading humans, especially from warn-torn Syria, took advantage of the opening of the route 
to the Mediterranean coast across Libya that resulted from Gadhafi’s fall. “Desperation and 

the lack of legal immigration avenues to enter Europe” (Van Heelsum, 2016) would be the 
reasons why refugees and migrants crossed the Mediterranean through a dangerous journey, 
often in small wooden boats, which has cost nearly 4,000 lives (IOM, 2016).  
 
Greece, the Peninsular and island state located in Southeastern Europe, has become the 
“epicentre of the crisis” (ZEIT, 2016) as first country of entry pursuant to the Dublin 
Regulation (No. 604/2013) and due to its strategic important location at the crossroads of 
Asia, Europe and Africa, i.e. closeness to Turkey. With implementing the EU-Turkey 
migrant deal, the numbers of migrants arriving on Greek shores, however, dropped, while 
an increasing number of migrants now crossing to Italy. 
Nonetheless, more than 1.1 million refugees and migrants arrived in Greece by sea with over 
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155,000 people reaching in 2016 alone with the threat of turning into an “imminent 

humanitarian crisis” (UNHCR, 2016b). The crisis has also jeopardized the functioning of 
Schengen as some EU countries re-imposed border controls. With FYROM closing its 
southern border with Greece in March 2016 and new border restrictions along the Balkans, 
over 57,000 migrants got stranded in Greece indefinitely (Ekathimerini, 2016) which to date 
presents an immense strain on the resources of the country. While Greece has primarily been 
a country of transit, it moved to a de facto destination (Myrivili, 2016). This transition 
started to take place when my fieldwork began.  
 
Although Greece does not classify for the status of a developing country (WEO, 2016), the 
impact of stranded migrants makes it a relevant country for international aid and research in 
international development studies. Thirty-eight percent of those crossing from Turkey to 
Greece are children, the rest being forty percent: men and twenty-two percent: women 
(UNHCR, 2016b) living in hotspots on the Greek islands and official and unofficial 
transition refugee camps on the mainland, i.e. the country’s capital Athens and Thessaloniki 
in the North, the capital of Greek Macedonia, the administrative region of Central 
Macedonia, in need of basic humanitarian assistance (see fig. 4).  
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Fig. 4: Map of Camp Sites Greece indicating capacity and occupancy. The area of the 
Navikala camp is highlighted in red. (Source: UNHCR, September 2016. Online map with 
further information: http://www.unhcr.gr/sites) 

 
The country, with a population of approximately 10,860,000 inhabitants, is already 
challenged to deal with a stressed welfare system and an overused public service due to its 
ongoing debt crisis. The Greek GDP has drastically declined by twenty percent between 
2009 and 2011 with economic growth of only -2,3% (EU-Commission, 2015). This is 
accompanied by a gross public debt of 176,9% of GDP and a high unemployment rate of 
24,6% and a youth unemployment rate of 49,5% – these are the highest unemployment rates 
recorded in the EU in 2015. To deal with the government-debt crisis, austerity measures 
and reforms have been negotiated between Greece’s parliamentary republic and its creditors 
– the EU, ECB, ESM and IMF – which led to demonstrations and frustration among the 
population.  
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The unprecedented migratory flow thus did not only aggravate the country’s existing 
problems, but “[…] dramatically tested Greece’s already weakened asylum system and brought to 

the forefront Greece’s incapacity to handle the dramatic increase of migrants, fingerprint and 

register them properly and return [economic migrants to] their home countries” (Papademetriou, 
2016:2). Therefore, refugees face a double crisis. In this, “[d]espite hundreds of millions of euros 

given to the Greek government and to international NGOs, the humanitarian response here in 

Greece remains inadequate and unacceptably slow” (MSF, 2016:1) with impacts on the 
perception of the Greek society on migrants. 
 

a. Attitudes of the Greek Society about Refugees and Asylum-Seekers 
The Greek society’s attitude towards refugees and asylum-seekers is ambivalent. Besides the 
debt crisis there are historic and political reasons for this. After the collapse of the 
Communist regimes in Central Eastern Europe in the 1990s, Greece has become an 
important migration country (Triandafyllidou & Ambrosini, 2011:255). Until then, the 
Greek culture was inclined to be inward-looking and suspicious of foreigners. Only recently 
the country transitioned from a single-culture society to multiculturalism (Besevegis & 
Pavlopoulos, 2008:32) which resulted in a growing active civil society and strengthened the 
role of bottom-up NGO initiatives, also concerning refugees’ and asylum-seekers’ rights in 
Greece (e.g. establishment of Greek Council for Refugees, Hellenic League for Human 
Rights, Groups of Lawyers for the Rights of Migrants). Public condemnation of racism and 
solidarity with refugees and asylum-seekers are generally becoming more common (Lazaridis 
& Tsagkroni, 2016:228) as the example of Greek islanders rescuing refugees from the sea 
shows. 
 
But there is also a growing culture of intolerance that is fueled and perpetuated through the 
aftermath of the debt crisis and the resulting upsurge of far-right populist parties like the 
Golden Dawn (Halikiopoulou & Vassilopoulou, 2013:224). The latter’s increasingly racist 
public discourses and strong notion of nationalism frame the current refugee influx as a 
security issue and a threat to the well-being of the Greek society due to refugees’ social, 
health and economic needs exhausting national resources. Protests and cases of attacks 
against refugees are increasingly reported (ibid:226), e.g. protests against the hosting of 
refugees in certain areas or refugee children’s participation in Greek schools. 
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Moreover, Greece as a border-country feels abandoned from the remaining EU States. In 
the Greek premier’s words: “Greece will not be turned into a ‘warehouse of souls’ with Europe 

continuing to function as if nothing is happening” (Reuters, 2016). The frustration of unequal 
burden-sharing additionally causes tension between newcomers and locals as both groups 
appeal for help and asks for ”a fair, humane and unified approach” (Abbasi, Patel, Godlee, 
2015:1). In chapter 4, I briefly state EU’s response to the Greek allegations.   
 

b. The current Situation of Young Refugees in Greece 
While in September 2015, only one in ten of the refugees and migrants arriving in Greece 
and across southern-eastern Europe were children, today around forty percent of all refugees 
are under the age of 18 years. These young refugees that are also described as “children on the 

edge” (UNICEF, 2016a) are the most vulnerable (Schuster, 2016) facing all kinds of risks. 
In their home countries they often experienced conflict and persecution. A recently 
published UNICEF Advocacy Brief (UNICEF, 2016e) indicates that also on their perilous 
flee-journeys they are exposed to smuggling, trafficking and other forms of exploitation. 
However, also their situation in Greece’s government-run camps is described as “shocking” 
(Adow, 2016): Fear of abuse, degrading living conditions and riots make both Save the 
Children (2016) and UNICEF (2015) assess the situation as a „deepening child refugee crisis“. 
From the nearly 27,500 children stuck in Greece, nearly 3000 are deprived of parental care 
(UNICEF, 2016c). Only 75 of these URMs were relocated until October 2016 (EC, 
2016b:16; HRW, 2016) despite the EU’s Dublin III Regulation that entitles priority for 
appointments for the full lodging of asylum applications, qualified legal representation for 
minors and support for reunification of unaccompanied minors with relatives. Even more, 
although nations must first and foremost consider the best interests and wellbeing of 
children when determining custody and asylum status as anchored in the UNCRC and 
detention should be avoided in line with UNHCR guidelines on detention of asylum seekers 
(2012)12, many children are kept in prolonged arbitrary detention. Their conditions are 
regarded as among the worst in Europe (see Human Rights Watch Report, 2016; Amnesty 

                                                
12 In 2012 the UN Committee on the Rights of the Child called on Greece to “[e]nsure that children, either 
separated or together with their families, who enter the country in an irregular manner, are not detained, or remain in 
detention only in very exceptional circumstances and for the shortest period of time necessary”. Further, an EU 
Reference Document on unaccompanied minors (2014) recommended the development of a “suitable 
guardianship procedure” for unaccompanied minors.  
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International Annual Report 2015/16). Consequently, the demand for smugglers rises 
(UNICEF, 2016b) despite Europe having a solid legal framework against trafficking and 
smuggling as presented, for example, in the Action Plan on Unaccompanied Minors (2010-
2014).  
 
Numerous UN bodies have reported harshly about the facilities’ conditions. Also courts 
condemned Greece’s detention practices13. Human Rights Watch (2016) has observed 
rights’ violations according to the European Convention on Human Rights due to struggles in 
meeting children’s needs and protection justified by Greek authorities as “temporary 

protection measure in the child’s best interest”.  
 
Progress, on the other hand, particularly concerning education has been made with 
thousands of refugee children attending public schools for the first time since arriving in 
Greece (Zampetaki & Sideridis, 2016). Therefore, the human right to education is ensured 
as also guaranteed in article 22 of the Geneva Convention and the Charter of fundamental 

rights of the European Union (article 14, 2010). Through the No Lost Generation (NLG) 
initiative14, UNICEF and other key partners support vulnerable and refugee children in host 
communities in the areas of education, protection and engagement for children and youth, 
e.g. container classrooms are built, educational programs and recreational activities are 
established in the camps in cooperation with the Greek Ministry of Education. UN and EU 
bodies in cooperation with humanitarian organizations address also immediate needs of 
children such as health care, safe water and adequate nutrition.  
  

                                                
13 Also in 2012, a judge in a domestic court acquitted several migrants of their charges because of 
escaping from a detention facility in the port of Igoumenitsa. The reason for the acquittal was based on 
the detention conditions that violated the country’s obligations under the European Convention on 
Human Rights (see also Global Detention Project, 2016). 
14 The NLG initaitive was launched in 2013 and committed to bring refugee children and vulnerable 
children affected by the Syrian and Iraqi crisis into quality education and to prepare youth for work by 
the end of the 2016-17 school year. Thereby, equal access for girls and boys is guaranteed.  
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II. The Navikala Refugee Camp  

The Navikala camp15 is one of the approximately 20 government-run refugee camps in 
Northern Greece. Hosting between 450-500 people with Syrian (90%), Iraqi (6%) and other 
(4%) background, it is located in an industrial zone near the European Youth Capital (2014) 
and Greece’s second largest city, Thessaloniki. Of all camp residents, 46% are children, 32% 
men, 22% women (UNHCR, 2016f). The majority of refugees and migrants was transferred 
to Navikala camp in May 2016 after the eviction of the unofficial Idomeni-camp at the 
Greek-Macedonian border.  
 
At first sight, the camp reminded me of the slums in the Philippine’s Cebu City where I had 
worked with street children for a summer: Lack of running hot water, dusty tents, the 
residents’ few remaining garments hung over clotheslines stretching across the factory, 
temporary portakabin toilets, outdoor-sinks, food rations for each family packaged in plastic, 
mosquito plague and the foul smell of marsh and swamp. Basic necessities such as 
recreational opportunities, WLAN or information boards were lacking for weeks into my 
research due to missing resources – despite NGO’s efforts. Refugees also complained that 
their privacy and physical and psychological needs were insufficiently attended to. The 
emergency shelters further proved to be inadequate for summer causing illness and impacting 
people’s psychological well-being (MSF, 2016). The temperature in the tents, for example, 
rose to unreasonable 40 degrees during summer days resulting in children getting 
dehydrated. Medical treatment was offered by mobile clinics of the International Red Cross 
or MSF, a few times per week, while nearby hospitals in Thessaloniki were attended for 
acute health problems. Furthermore, the isolated location made it difficult for refugees to 
use Thessaloniki’s social infrastructure or to take part in the local Greek community. 
 

                                                
15 The name Navikala Camp is a pseudonym for the camp’s original name necessary to protect 
respondents’ identities. 
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Nonetheless, this official military camp was called “one of the better ones” among aid workers 
due to its relatively well-established infrastructure: The 119 UNHCR tents were pitched 
inside an abandoned leather factory; a rented blue warehouse opposite the factory served as 
a community and logistic center. In here, refugees ran their own-built barber shops, sports 
room and café while aid workers worked in the provisional built children’s and women’s 
spaces. Yet, only registered organizations and volunteers with a government permit were 
allowed into the camp that was surrounded with wired fence and protected by the army and 
Hellenic police.  
In the morning, children could voluntarily attend the tent-school on the camp site that was 
gradually built during my research period. While the younger children seized this 
opportunity, youths were hard to reach according to the former camp director, Jasmin 

Fig. 5: Navikala Camp from the outside and inside. (Sources: Victoria Maher and Author) 

Fig. 6: Burnt field transformed into a provisional soccer field and camp school. (Source: 
Author) 
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Helbling from SwissCross.Help16. Refugees with a teaching degree taught the students in 
subjects such as Math, Arabic or English. Also, adults could attend language courses that 
aimed to prepare them for their future in Europe, says Helbling.  
 
In the afternoon, no extra curriculum was offered. Usually children played outside on the 
scantily grassed lawn, which was equipped with two goals months after the commissioning 
of the camp and then transformed quickly into a soccer field, especially at dusk when 
temperatures dropped. Otherwise, the younger children played unattended on the paved 
country road outside of the protracted camp areas or walked hundreds of meters to the 
highway in order to watch cars. The majority of youths and adults retreated into their tents 
– exhausted by the enormous heat – with only a few women doing laundry or sweeping their 
temporary „home“.  
 
In the evening, the majority of inhabitants stayed in the blue warehouse, helped with clothes 
distribution and goods logistics or participated in sports activities, i.e. Karate or dance classes 
for children. Some men prayed in the open, self-made, plastic- and wood-covered mosque. 
Both regional and international aid and relief organizations carried out maintenance- and 
sanitary works, built the tent-school, entertained the children with songs and games or 
simply walked from tent to tent to provide refugees with some company.  
 

III. Conclusion 

All in all, the combination of the migrant and refugee influx and Greece’s already existing 
financial problems, make Greece an over-burdened host community struggling to keep its 
basic human rights obligations and asylum support up to EU level, i.e. border management, 
reception conditions. This is revealed in the reported poor living conditions of refugee camps 
such as the Navikala camp. Particularly challenging is the situation for children, i.e. 
unaccompanied minors, despite them being entitled to special protection and falling, as we 
will see in the next chapter, under the international legal framework on refugee protection 
and Greece’s ratifications of agreements on children’s rights.  

                                                
16 Conversation with Jasmin Helbling, 21. July 2016, Sindos, Greece. 
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Chapter 4 
 

LEGAL CONTEXT 
 
 

 

 Taking Legal Ground: 
“Everyone has the right to seek and to enjoy in other countries asylum from persecution” 
(Universal Declaration of Human Rights, Art. 14 (1)) 
 
While the previous chapter described the economic, social and political impact of the refugee 
crisis in the context of Greece, in this chapter I examine the international, European and 
Greek refugee and asylum-seeker protection regime. Therewith, I answer sub-question 3 
that asks about how key legal frameworks for refugee protection understand young refugees’ 
rights. Due to the limitations of this study, I cannot offer an exhaustive analysis of all refugee 
and asylum-seeker rights but rather aim to selectively address provisions that are most 
important for this study’s focus on young refugees17. Therefore, I first introduce the 1951 

Refugee Convention relating to the Status of Refugees (1951 Convention) and the UN 

Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC). Second, I briefly analyze the Common 

European Asylum System (CEAS) and, third, conclude with an overview on Greece’s current 
implementation of these key legal frameworks.   
 

I. International Key Legal Frameworks on Refugee Protection 

Modern refugee law was established and multinational organizations assisting refugees were 
created in the aftermath of the World War II refugee crisis. Although the right to seek and 
enjoy asylum in a foreign territory is guaranteed in the Universal Declaration of Human 
Rights (UDHR, Art. 14(1)), which was adopted in 1948, the 1951 Convention and its 1967 

                                                
17 More groups besides refugees and asylum-seekers are protected and distinct in international and 
national law, inter alia legal and illegal economic migrants, minority citizens, travelers. Here, only the 
groups of refugees and asylum-seekers are highlighted due to the limited scope of this study. Issues on 
subsidiary protection are purposefully left out, too. 
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Optional Protocol relating to the Status of Refugees (1967 Protocol) form the legal centerpiece 
of refugee protection and assistance today. 
 

a. The 1951 Refugee Convention 
The 1951 Convention gives a definition who is a refugee (Art. 1) and constitutes the basic 
rights (Art. 2-32) as binding international law18 that signing states are responsible to grant 
to those who seek asylum on their territories. The 1967 Protocol broadens the content of 
the 1951 Convention by removing the latter’s geographical and time limits. The UNHCR 
is mandated to provide international protection to refugees and to supervise the application 
of this Convention. The agency acknowledges the intertwined relationship between 
international refugee and general human rights law (Gorlick, 2000).  
 
While asylum is recognized as an international human rights instrument and defined here 
as the ”protection that a State grants on its territory or in some other place under the control of 

certain of its organs to a person who comes to seek it” (Art. 1, Institute of International Law, 
1950), refugee status is the category of individuals who benefit from such protection (Gil-
Bazo, 2015). As said in the introduction, an asylum-seeker is someone whose application for 
protection has yet to be processed. To qualify as refugee under Article 1 of the 1951 
Convention, on the other hand, one must meet the following criteria: He or she has been 
forced to escape the home country because of war, persecution or violence and has a well-
founded fear of persecution on political, religious or racial grounds. The well-founded fear 
and acts of persecution must be causally linked, while these acts can take various forms. 
Individuals who migrate voluntarily to seek a better life somewhere else, e.g. economic 
migrants, are not included in this definition and thus unable to receive official refugee status. 
Consequently, while every refugee is initially an asylum-seeker, not every asylum-seeker is a 
refugee. 
 
There are a number of important principles such as non-refoulement, the right to liberty and 
security, freedom of movement, right to family-life and other socio-economic rights that 

                                                
18 The 1951 Convention is not universal. All states that are party to the relevant treaties these laws are 
binding. As of April 2015 (most recent data available), 145 states parties signed the 1951 Convention, 
and 146 signed its Protocol including Greece. Some countries have ratified with certain reservations 
(UNHCR, 2015). 
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aim to protect refugees and asylum-seekers internationally. As these principles are related to 
the young refugees’ expectations regarding rights explained in the following analysis, I 
discuss them here.   
Assistance for refugees include most importantly safety from being expelled or returned to 
dangerous situations as specified in Article 33 (1) under the so-called non-refoulement 
principle, access to fair and efficient asylum procedures, exemption from reciprocity and 
“measures to ensure respect of refugee’s basic human rights so that they can live in safety and dignity 

while helping them to find a longer-term solution” (UNHCR, 2016a). Asylum-seekers, too, 
benefit from the non-refoulement principle until they are declared to not be refugees in need 
of international protection and as a result may be sent back to their countries of origin. 
Debates on both the principle’s application for refugees seeking admission at a state’s border, 
however, exist among politicians and scholars (Schoenholtz, 1993; Boed, 1991). Also, 
although states have the duty of protecting refugees from refoulement, nothing precludes 
them from sending asylum-seekers to a country that is considered safe (Boed, 1991:17) or 
forces them to give permanent asylum to refugees (Fitzpatrick & Bonoan, 2003)19. Hence, 
states have a right, rather than an obligation, under international law to grant asylum which 
follows from the state’s sovereign right to control admission into its territory. This lack of 
state duty reveals a gap between the individual’s right to seek asylum and the state’s discretion 
to grant it (EP, 2015; Goodwin-Gill, 2014). In practice, granting asylum therefore varies 
widely and states with the “least prophylactic admission and asylum policies are forced to bear the 

burden of refugee care while the refugees are forced to ‘orbit’ among states seeking the one that will 

offer them refuge” (Boed, 1994:31).  
 
Nevertheless, refugees enjoy the right to liberty and security which grants them freedom 
from torture and degrading treatment in the host country. Due to poor conditions often 
found in detention facilities, detention of asylum-seekers is a contentious issue, as already 
explained above using Greek detention centers for URMs as examples. Article 31 of the 
1951 Convention also specifically prohibits to impose penalties on migrants entering 
without authorization without knowing the individual’s “good cause for such entry or presence”. 

                                                
19 While Western countries, in practice, have usually granted permanent asylum to refugees in the past years 
for various reasons, many developing nations denied refugees the right to remain permanently (Phuong, 
2005:6). Such practice, however, does not lead to an international legal obligation.  
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This then contradicts the widespread rhetoric about refugees being “illegal immigrants” 
(Peers, 2015).  
 

Moreover, refugees enjoy freedom of movement (Art. 26, 1951 Convention). Host states 
shall afford refugees the right to choose their place of residence and move freely within the 
country unless being a threat for national security. For example, according to Article 28 
(1951 Convention), in the EU refugees receive both residence-permit for three years and 
travel documents, while asylum-seekers are prohibited to move freely within the Schengen 
area. In practice, in a protracted refugee situation in countries with limited resources, 
however, refugees may be restricted to live in designated areas of refugee camps. 
 
Resulting from family being the “natural and fundamental group unit of society”, there is right 
to protection by society and the state to family life (Art. 23 (1), International Covenant on 
Civil and Political Rights). Therefore, when an individual receives asylum, dependent 
relatives are entitled to receive protection as well, whereby the definition of a “dependent 
relative” is contested differing between cultures.  
 
Refugees are entitled to other socio-economic rights under the 1951 Convention similarly 
enshrined in other human rights treaties. Access to social welfare, health care and courts are 
equally applicable under the same conditions as nationals. Access to education, wage-earning 
employment or property rights are applicable under the treatment as foreign nationals (Art. 
17-19). In this, international organizations like UNHCR or the International Red Cross 
can assist states, e.g. financial support or basic infrastructure, when their resources are not 
immediately available, e.g. due to sudden migration influx as in Greece (UNHRC, 2002). 
While refugees themselves are obliged to respect the laws and regulations of their host 
country, states are responsible to inform refugees about these rights and obligations. 
 
Since the 1951 Convention has not established a monitoring body for state commitments 
towards refugees and asylum-seekers, states are bound to cooperation with both other states 
parties and the UNHCR (Art. 35, 1951 Convention; Art. II, 1967 Protocol). Nonetheless, 
gaps remain concerning such responsibility-sharing (Goodwin-Gill & McAdams, 2007) 
because even if the refugee has found physical safety, “other states are not exonerated from their 
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responsibility to contribute to his legal and material security in the country of first asylum and to 

find durable solutions” (Phoung, 2005:10). 

While all legal provisions in the 1951 Convention apply to refugee children and youths, too, 
there are no child- or youth -specific provisions included in this instrument except Art. 22 
(1) on public education (Bierwirth, 2005). This makes the provisions of the UNCRC (1989) 
necessary since the latter offers more elaborate legal guidance on the treatment of refugee 
and asylum-seeking children as I discuss now. 
 

b. Convention on the Rights of the Child  
The UNCRC explicitly mentions provisions for refugee children only in Article 22. Here 
special protection and procedures rights are accorded to refugee children to enjoy the rights 
declared in the UNCRC and other international treaties applicable to them, whether 
unaccompanied or accompanied by their parents or by any other person. 
 
Unaccompanied and separated children receive extra care and protection due to their 
vulnerability and risks: Not only a guardian is appointed as a safeguard to ensure their best 
interests, also these children live in either foster families or special hospitality centers. 
Therefore, Greece, for example, has established 400 new facilities in 2016 for children 
travelling without parents. 
 
Another issue relevant for refugee and asylum-seeking children include the right to family-
reunification. States parties must ensure to trace parents or family members for family 
reunification. If no one can be found, the child „shall be accorded the same protection as any 

other child permanently or temporarily deprived of his or her family environment“ (Art. 20 
UNCRC). 
 
Further, Article 28 (UNCRC) emphasizes a child’s right to education complementing 
Article 22 of the 1951 Convention on securing access of refugee and asylum-seeking children 
to education. Therein states are obliged to offer free, compulsory primary education as well 
as indiscriminate access to higher education irrespective of whether refugee and asylum-
seeking children have been able to regularize their status in the country of asylum. This right 
stems from the importance of education for the wellbeing of children since both ongoing 
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disruption of education is hardly recoverable, education is pivotal to protection (Bierwirth, 
2005:109) and a crucial tool for peace and reconciliation (UNHCR, 2011).  
 
The key-principles under which these provisions must be guaranteed include the best 
interests of the child principle (Art. 3(1)), the principles of non-discrimination (Art. 4) and 
participation (Art. 12 (1)). These principles thus should guide the treatment and protection 
needs of refugee and asylum-seeking children. 
To act upon the best interests of child principle requires a detailed assessment and entails: 

• Prompt registration with an initial interview to collect data of the child and his 
parents’ identity and their social history. 

• Continuation of the registration process and documentation. 

• Unaccompanied and separated children’s immediate identification upon arrival. 

• Tracing child’s family as soon as practicable. 
 
As a result, the EU-Council, for example, states that the transfer of URMs should be limited 
unless the aim is family-reunification. Children should not be separated from family 
members, including siblings already residing in the EU and “Member States shall take into 

account the specific situation of vulnerable persons such as minors, unaccompanied minors, […] in 

the national legislation […]” (Council Directive 2013/33/EU). 
The principle of non-discrimination affects refugee and asylum-seeking children in many 
ways and refers to the prohibition of discrimination based on the child’s status as 
refugee/asylum-seeker. 
The principle of participation means to determine children’s role in the asylum process or in 
family-reunification. This takes on special importance when children are caregivers of others 
(i.e. siblings).  
 
Although the 1951 Convention defines states’ responsibilities towards refugees and asylum-
seekers, gaps in the protection regime still remain (Phuong, 2005). Therefore, countries 
developed additional regional instruments, inter alia the Common European Asylum System 
or CEAS.  
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II. Common European Asylum System 

The EU acknowledges asylum as a fundamental right (Art. 18, EU Charter of Fundamental 
Rights CFREU). Therefore, according to the Presidential Decree (113/2013), every 
foreigner or stateless person has the right to submit an application for international 
protection within one of the EU Member States if the 1951 Convention and national law 
criteria are met or if the person is applicable to subsidiary protection. The examination is 
based on the 1999 initiated CEAS that is rooted in the Geneva Convention and its 1967 
Protocol. 
Between 2010-201420, the EU has reformed and adopted a number of legislative and policy 
instruments in order to harmonize asylum standards and procedures for fair and equal 
treatment of refugees and asylum-seekers across Europe. The CEAS determines these 
minimum standards for both refugees’ treatment and processing asylum applications21 
to ensure the protection of refugees’ rights under international law (including UNCRC) and 
strengthen cooperation within the EU (EMN, 2015). Those applying for asylum or who 
receive refugee status or subsidiary protection within the EU enjoy a variety of rights and 
benefits. 
 
The principle of non-refoulement is enshrined also in EU law (Art. 78 (1) TFEU) and 
Article 19 (CFREU) contains a ban on returning a person to a state where there is a serious 
risk of persecution or torture, inhumane or degrading treatment or punishment. 
Additionally, every asylum-seeker has the right to a personal interview to receive all 
information necessary for decisions on procedures (Directive 2013/32/EU).  
During the application process, they have the right to both enjoy “harmonised standards of 

reception” to guarantee a dignified standard of living and to stay in the host country where 
they have lodged asylum and free legal assistance; this also applies in cases in which an 

                                                
20 This time period complies with the European Commission’s 13th term under the leadership of 
President José Manuel Barroso. 
21 These standards include inter alia the procedures for granting refugee status (Council Directive 
2005/85/EC), definitions on the minimum standards of reception conditions for asylum seekers 
(Council Directive 2003/9/EC), standards for international protection (Council Directive 2004/83/EC) 
and the content of the protection granted, family reunification (Council Directive 2003/86/EC), 
clarification of responsibilities of Member State for examining an asylum application (Dublin III 
Regulation, 2013) or granting temporary protection in times of mass influx (Council Directive 
2001/55/EC). 
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asylum-claim is clearly certified as unfounded but the person makes use of the right to 

suspensive appeal. Keeping applicants in detention during that time is prohibited and only a 
“last resort where non-custodial measures have been demonstrated not to work” (UNHCR, n.d.) 
or when there are suspects of them being a danger to national security. Alternatives to 
detention must thus be considered under national law. They are further permitted to receive 
social welfare, health care, access to integration facilities under the same eligibility conditions 
of nationals (Qualification Directive) and education under the conditions of third-country 
nationals. Article 18 of the Recreational Craft Directive is the only CEAS instrument to 
contain a provision specifically aimed towards incorporating UNCRC-Article 39, namely to 
ensure access “to rehabilitation services for minors who have been victims of any form of abuse 

[…] or armed conflicts, and ensure that appropriate mental health care is developed and qualified 

counselling is provided when needed”. Usually, an asylum procedure is supposed to not last 
longer than six months. Within nine months after the asylum-application was sent, EU 
countries are obliged to ensure access to employment.  
The national Asylum Service makes decisions based on individual cases while information 
on condition of refugees and implementation of the Convention need to be reported to the 
UNHCR. The number of applications accepted is left to the discretion of each EU country. 
In 2015, according to Eurostat, Syrian (98% recognition rate22), Iraqi (61%) and Eritrean 
(93%) migrants received the highest number of protection status in the EU. If an application 
fails, asylum-seekers can be either sent back to the country of origin or file an appeal. 
 
The Dublin Regulation II (EC 343/2003) regulates the entry of migrants and determines 
which EU country carries responsibility for the asylum application lodged within the EU; 
generally, it is the first EU country of entry (Art. 10 (1)) – as long as that country carries the 
rights of asylum-seekers (Cabot, 2012: 12). Multiple criteria exist to determine ultimate 
responsibility, i.e. family considerations, possession of visa or residence permit in an EU 
Member State and legal or illegal entry into the EU (Regulation (EU) No. 604/2013). If 
apprehended elsewhere asylum-seekers may be forcibly returned to that arrival country. 
This, however, “continue[s] to be unfair both to asylum seekers and to certain Member States” (EP, 
2008) because it mainly pressures regions at the external border of the EU like Italy or 

                                                
22 The recognition rate is defined as „the share of (first instance) positive decisions in the total number of 
decisions at first instance“ (Eurostat, 2016).  
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Greece. According to Lehmann (2016), the Dublin Regulation, the cornerstone of CEAS, 
is thus collapsing reinforced by lack of coordinated action on migrants and refugees.  
 
As the “EU’s external borders have increasingly been the scene of human tragedies” (EC, 2015b) 
with almost 4,000 migrants and refugees dying from crossing the Mediterranean (IOM, 
2016), the EU claimed immediate action through the new comprehensive European Agenda 

on Migration in order to both prevent further loss and improve migration management. 
Concrete actions include emergency relocation of 160,000 people from countries at the 
external EU borders to other EU countries (UNHCR, 2016d). Alone from Greece 66,400 
asylum seekers are supposed to be relocated to other Member States over a two-year-period 
(September 2015-2017) (Council Decision (EU) 2015/1601). Also one billion Euros are 
given to UNHCR and the World Food Program to deliver humanitarian aid to the largest 
refugee hosting countries (EC, 2016). 
 
Additionally, the EU-Turkey deportation deal that came into effect on April 20th 2016, 
aimed to reduce the migrant influx into the EU through Greece. Under this deal, illegal 
migrants arriving in Greece are sent back to Turkey if their asylum-application is rejected. 
For every Syrian refugee returned to Turkey, a Syrian from Turkey will be resettled to the 
EU with a maximum of 72,000 people (1:1 Resettlement-Scheme). Nonetheless, the 
migrant deal is “doomed to fail” according to Gerald Knaus, head of the European Stability 
Initiative (Mansfield, 2016), because its implementation appears to be exceedingly complex. 
 
Instead of the original purpose of establishing common standards with CEAS, nowadays 
there still exist various national asylum practices and legislation (UNHCR, n.d.) and lack of 
burden-sharing of migration among all EU Member States to alleviate frontier zones. Some 
countries such as Germany or France have re-imposed temporary border controls23, 
endangering the Schengen treaty of border-free travel, while others have built fences along 
borders, notably in Hungary, Bulgaria and Austria (Frantziou et al., 2014).  
 

                                                
23 Under the Schengen rules, temporary border controls are possible to reinstate by signatories for 10 
days for “public policy or national security” reasons. The controls can be extended („renewable periods“) up 
to 20 days and maximum of two months. If the threat is foreseeable the period is longer. Article 26 of 
the Schengen Borders Code allows a maximum of two years, but only in „exceptional circumstances“. 
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III. Implementation of Key Legal Frameworks on Refugee Protection in 
Greece  

Greece’s legal framework on asylum is based on the 1951 Convention and its 1967 Protocol 
as well as on legislation of the European Union on the CEAS. In 1968 the country ratified 
the 1967 Protocol by the Compulsory Law No. 389/1968 (E.K.E.D., A:125) and therefore 
is bound to adhere to the fundamental asylum-law principle of non-refoulement and offer 
asylum to those in line with the criteria (Law No. 3989/1959, E.K.E.D., 1959, A: 201). 
Besides, as a Member State of both the EU and the Schengen area, Greece is required to 
comply with the directives and regulations that constitute the CEAS and the Schengen Borders 

Code. In addition, Greece is obliged to respect the binding Charter of Fundamental Rights of 

the EU which recognizes the right to asylum as well as the above mentioned provisions of 
the UNCRC ratified by Greece in 1990. 
 
As said, Greece as first EU reception country currently experiences “extraordinary pressure, 

severely testing [its] asylum system[s]” (Papademetriou, 2016b) because disproportionately 
affected by both controlling border crossings into Europe and processing asylum claims 
within its own territory. However, already in 2011 before the country’s current double crisis, 
the European Court of Human Rights (ECtHR) identified “systemic deficiencies” in its asylum 
system (EC, 2015; Cabot, 2012)24, e.g. a high number of pending asylum cases or risk of 
degrading treatment in immigration centers contrary to Article 3 of the European 
Convention of Human Rights (ECHR). Consequently, the Greek government made efforts 
to reform its system and Asylum Service IRIN with a revised Action Plan on Asylum and 

Migration Management (2013) establishing inter alia new reception centers, introducing 
fingerprints of irregular migrants and asylum applicants. Nevertheless, early in 2016, the 
EC’s Schengen evaluation on Greece and NGO reports still recognized deficiencies, 
particularly in external border management, formal free legal aid system and reception 
capacity and conditions, i.e. for children as mentioned in chapter 3. In response to these 
critiques, EU Member States have suspended returns of asylum-seekers to Greece in 
agreement with the Dublin Regulation. Greece’s obligation to raise its asylum system up to 

                                                
24 This assessment is based on the M.S.S v Belgium & Greece judgment of the ECtHR on 21. January 
2011 (see also Application No. 30696/09). 
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EU standards is monitored by the European Commission (EC) and the Committee of 
Ministers of the Council of Europe (Directive 2013/33/EU), while the regional UNHCR 
office tracks the implementation of obligations arising from the 1951 Convention. Hereby, 
Greece receives financial and practical assistance from a variety of EU bodies25. 
 

IV. Conclusion 

In sum, refugees and asylum-seekers are protected under international, European and Greek 
law as summarized in the following graph. The 1951 Convention forms the key international 
framework defining refugee status and guaranteeing basic protection and socio-economic 
rights. However, while all these rights also refer to children and youths, child- and youth-
specific rights are missing in this instrument. The UNCRC fills this gap to some extent by 
requiring signing states to align all legal actions on international, regional and national level 
with the best interests of the child principle, non-discrimination and participation principle, 
especially regarding unaccompanied or separated refugee children. The CEAS builds upon 
these frameworks, guarantees social welfare, employment and education rights and 
highlights procedures for claiming asylum. The implementation of these rights in Greece, 
however, is accompanied by challenges. 
  

                                                
25 Several EU agencies, such as the European Asylum Support Office (EASO), Europol or the European 
Agency for the Management of Operational Cooperation at the External Borders (FRONTEX), assist the EU 
Members in dealing with requests from asylum-seekers through expert staff, material or funds. Alone the latter 
has resulted in Greece currently receiving 290 Million Euros from the Asylum, Migration and Integration Fund, 
a further 215 Million Euros through the Internal Security Fund – Borders and Visas and another 133 Million 
Euros as emergency assistance since 2014. 
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Fig. 7: Overview of selective right provisions applying to young asylum-seekers and 
refugees. (Source: Author) 
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As a EU Member State and signing state of the UNCRC, Greece is obliged to lift its asylum 
system up to these EU standards. Nevertheless, the country is accused for several human 
rights violations regarding treatment and asylum procedures. 
Therefore, several issues derive from the key legal frameworks on refugee and asylum-seeker 
protection discussed here: Despite youths being vulnerable, too, as I demonstrate in the next 
chapters, they are not yet entitled to specific protection rights. Second, despite granting 
children the right to participation (Art. 12, UNCRC), their voices and stories, or the “human 

face of migration” as Frantziou et al. (2004) state, are missing. This is particularly reflected in 
Greek asylum practices neglecting certain rights of the 1951 Convention, e.g. lack of legal 
safeguards for URMs or fast relocation for family-reunification. This links then to the 
already explained EU’s public and political discourse focusing on securitization (see chapter 
1) rather than refugees’ and asylum-seekers’ multiple human rights. Then “[…] holding the 

rights become exclusive and exclusionary. Children, however, have been unable to redefine 

themselves as competent beings; thus, powerful elites decide which, if any, of the claims made by 

children they will recognize” (Federle, 1994:343). Third, there exists a paradox in the above 
presented legal frameworks: while these protection laws present refugee and asylum-seeking 
children as vulnerable, in need of help and special protection, they at the same time require 
agency because of the complex and difficult, prolonged asylum processes every migrant must 
go through to receive refugee status.  

What that means for the young refugees in the concrete case of the Navikala camp is the 
focus of the following two chapters where I present and interpret the empirical data 

collected. 
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Chapter 5 
 

RESEARCH RESULTS I 
 
 
 
Young Refugees’ Expectations of their Rights. 

 
In chapters 3 and 4 I gave an overall impression of the challenging conditions for young 
refugees in Greece despite protection and socio-economic rights granted to them under 
international and EU refugee and asylum laws. How young refugees experience this situation 
is, as we shall see, very much influenced by both their expectations and their 
conceptualizations of their rights. Building upon my theoretical chapter, this analysis 
purposefully emphasizes expectations on the individual level for the sake of more “complete 

insights” (van Heelsum, 2016). Therefore, in what follows, I, first, describe young refugees’ 
expectations regarding their rights and needs in Europe. Second, I highlight what informs 
these expectations.  
 

I. Rights’ Expectations and Needs at Point of Arrival  

The rights’ expectations are ordered by priority starting with the expectation that promised 
the most pressing value or immediate need to young refugees. Interestingly, children’s and 
youths’ expectations were fairly the same wherefore they are not mentioned separately. 
Differences between sexes, unaccompanied and accompanied refugees, if any, are 
highlighted. I discuss in order, the expectations about relocation and family-reunification, 
expectations about sufficient information, humane treatment and legal support as refugees. 
Furthermore, I present expectations about access to education and the closely linked 
expectation about the personal ability to realize dreams as well as the willingness to integrate 
into the new host society.  
 



 61 

Young refugees’ expectations are very much linked to leaving Greece and settle in another 
European country since the border closure and the resulting camp situation were not 
expected. Germany, the Netherlands and Denmark (in this sequence) were named as the top 
three host countries of my respondents due to their positive economic performance 
(Germany and the Netherlands) or the excellent education system (Denmark), as well as 
relatives living there and the openness of these governments to host refugees (as of Summer 
2016). Greece and its shift to a destination country was looked at disparaging because of the 
negative camp experience, the feeling of authorities’ inability to deal with asylum-
applications fast, the country’s high unemployment rate and thus lack of prospects. Although 
all respondents had been registered in Greece as asylum-seekers according to the Dublin II-
Regulation at the time of my research, 28 applied for relocation to reunite with relatives who 
already lived in another European country than Greece. Only one boy and his family planned 
to stay in Greece. While initial flight-motives being peace and safety, relocation-decisions 
were guided by pre-existing social networks and economic prospects. Forced migrants’ 
decision-making about the final destination country is thus similar to that of voluntarily 
migrants that De Jong and Fawcett explained with their value-expectancy model (1981). 
Social relationships were, however, not only flight-drivers but also the source of the biggest 
frustration because of ongoing legal and political developments about which the youngsters 
felt insufficiently informed. This made (quick) relocation then impossible. This leads me to 
my second point that deals with the young refugees’ expectations about information, humane 
treatment in the camp as well as mental and legal support. Youngsters as Maria talked about 
camp-life as a long waiting time for asylum decisions and uncertainty due to lack of 
knowledge.  
 

Maria (about 11 and 14 years, Syria, female (12)): We do not get any information 
about what is happening next and how long we have to wait. Can you tell us more? 
How can we speed up the asylum-process? 

 
The waiting in limbo was considered useless: 
 

Madani (17 years, Syria, male (14)): I do not like much anymore the governments in 
Europe [because of the waiting process]. 
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And: 
Butrus (20 years, Syria, male (28)): Whatever they do in the camp, I will not like it 
because it is not real life. 
 

With the phrase “not real life” Butrus referred to the ill treatment suffered when compared 
to the young refugees’ lives prior to flight. They repeatedly pointed out the unhygienic 
conditions, lack of privacy, recreational activities and emotional support, the bad food and 
continually changing camp staff. Their feeling of vilification was summarized by ‘Abid’s 
metaphor  
 

 

Fig. 8: Nawal's painting of the “confined dove” as an expression of young refugees' feeling 
about camp-life as a prison. (Source: Author) 

of “living like animals”. Moreover, the 14-year-old Nawal’s painting of the confined dove 
visualized the control system that guided their everyday lives prohibiting them to take their 
life in their own hands, even with simple things like cooking for themselves. Thus, the ill 
treatment in the camp was perceived by my respondents as a denial of their rights as human 
beings by Greek and EU authorities. Despite being entitled to support – legal, educational, 
emotional and physical to bolster wellbeing (Hek, 2005:25), none of the youngsters had 
received professional emotional and legal support to which they were entitled (see for 
example Stanley, 2001; Ayotte, 1999). But instead of simply accepting the camp situation, 
children like Bushra developed ideas how to improve camp life and thus challenged the 
dominant notion of the passive child (Hanson & Nieuwenhuys, 2013). 
 

Bushra (11 years, Syria, female (4)): Sometimes when it is about improving the 
situation of the camp. I want to leave this place to go to another country in Europe 
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where I will have a proper house then. I want to improve the school here in order to 
study better, for example the teacher should stay for a longer period of time and not 
leave after a couple of weeks. Or, for example, the volunteer-teams should bring 
different things like tablets, paper and pencils into the classroom. 

 
The lack of both legal support and information about their legal prospect made the two 
URMs feel like unwelcomed invaders unworthy of communication – a feeling that also the 
other respondents shared regarding the silence of Greek authorities about their legal status 
and insufficient information by UNHCR representatives how long camp-life will last and 
what will happen next. This reinforces the limited Western image of “the ‘correct’ childhood 

[…] [which] has its place in the family and is marked by children being dependent on adults […]” 
(Liebel, 2012: 20). URMs’ independence therefore is perceived a “threat to the ideal of security 

and control” (ibid). To escape this situation, having and finding camp-friends was of 
importance to my URMs. For example, one of the male URMs was “adopted” by remote 
relatives who took care of him in the camp.  Finding friends was, however, expected to not 
be limited to camp-residents only. I therefore move on now to the third point about the 
expectations about access to education.  
 
Education and language were considered keys to success – but also failure – for meeting a 
variety of needs (see also Crowe, 2016): to have something to do in the camp, to relocate, 
find friends and take part in the host society’s social and economic life through school, 
university or a job. Therefore, my respondents expected the Greek government to provide 
sufficient education in the camp including language courses. Despite Greek legislation 
entitling all children between 6 and 15 years to education, the 1951 Convention (Art. 22(1)) 
guaranteeing public education or UNICEF’s international “No Lost Generation” initiative 
(2013) for education-access for children affected by the Syrian war, rhetoric and action 
diverged significantly: Children, i.e. girls, complained about irregular schooling at first 
arrival and insufficient curriculum content due to lack of teachers and other, more pressing 
emergencies. A condition that can enhance refugees already existing dehumanization as 
abnormal beings without a normal childhood due to displacement and its consequences as 
measured by the European ideal and as embedded in UNCRC’s and, to a lesser extent, the 
1951 Convention’s ‘protectionist’ child-approach (Hanson & Nieuwenhuys, 2013:10). 
This, even youths considered worrying: 
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Butrus (20 years, Iraq, male (28)): I feel so sorry for these children. Some of them never 
had proper school since they were born. They lose years of education. 

 
Not only the education disruption also Navikala’s separated camp-school that prevented any 
form of interactions between the newcomers and native population can exacerbate negative 
consequences for children and their communities in the medium- and long-term such as 
integration. With EU’s Asylum, Migration and Integration Fund, however, Greece is 
technically assigned to encourage such inclusion in the local community (Hek, 2005).  
 
Especially the young refugees themselves wanted to integrate and find new friends outside 
of the camp in order to start settling into a new life. When I asked how to become part of 
the host society, education institutions were considered key integration places as expressed 
by the 15-year old Bahir who aspires to relocate to Germany: 
 

Bahir (15 years, Syria, male (22)): I want to find new friends, including Germans, and 
become part of the society.  
Interviewer: Where will you be able to make these friends? 
Bahir: I meet them at football, the playground or even at school. 

 
The school setting thus developed into a place of hope and materialization of their dreams 
(see also International Earnest, 2005:84). This desire to reach out to locals encompassed not 
only the desired host society but also Greece. However, they were restricted in realizing this 
desire due to Navikala’s isolated location. The children, as a result, painted a canvas how 
they picture their life to be both in the camp and in their final host-country. To symbolize 
that education is their door to eventually break out of the constraints of camp life and have 
a higher quality of life, they wanted the canvas on completion to frame the school door.  
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Fig. 9: The refugee children’s finished canvas in front of the school door and a close-up of 
the painted rights' expectations. (Sources: Author) 

Building upon the need for education was the expectation about the personal ability to realize 
dreams and integrate which is my fourth point. The young refugees’ hopes revealed that they 
planned to be in Europe for the long-term. In this, they did not show any fear of re-settling 
to a third country; instead they were hopeful:  
 

Basil (16 years, Syria, male (21)): I want to go to university to study video 
photography. I want to stay then in Germany forever and make a life there. I am not 
afraid of being there. 

And: 
Interviewer: How will you go about adapting to the new culture?  
Akil (24 years, Syria, male (26)): Nothing will come easy, but I will try. I will start 
from zero and I will find my way. 
 

Although they expressed their love for Syria or Iraq, they dreamed about the future and knew 
exactly what they wanted to become or where to go. Especially children wanted to find new 
native friends and get accepted as a new member of society despite keeping their Muslim 
faith. Besides, the majority of children wanted to receive a university degree from their host 
country, so that they could get a high-skilled, well-paid job, mainly as doctors, teachers, 
engineers. In the group discussions children expressed a desire to enter jobs that they regard 
as helping others in need. For Stein (1981) these economic and occupational ideas are 
indicators for having high expectations and resilience as refugees “want to recover their lost 

status and are resistant to accepting jobs that represent underemployment”. While this was 
generally true for the younger children, refugee youths were willing to accept any job in order 
to live independently.  
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Madani (17 years, Syria, male (14)): I can work in agriculture etc. if I do not find 
anything else. 

Or: 
Akil (24 years, Syria, male (26)): I asked some friends to check for me but it does not 
matter for me which job I start with; I would even clean streets. 
 

From Akil’s statement young refugees’ agency to fulfil their expectations and meet their 
needs can be deduced. In the formulation of expectations regarding school and job I 
discovered linkages between education, expectations and coping. Irrespective of sex I 
discovered that the more the young refugees enjoyed studying, the more precise were their 
rights’ expectations and the more creative their coping. While this was also observed among 
the 14-year-old Dalia and the 20-year-old Butrus, I highlight these linkages now with the 
case of Wafaa: The 14-year-old girl from Syria drew a portrait of her being a journalist. 
When asking about the meaning of this portrait, she explained that she wants to become a 
foreign correspondent for the Middle Eastern region in Europe and therefore needs now 
access to school and higher education. This dream job was driven by disappointment about 
misinformation about the Syrian war and her negative experiences in the home country. The 
conviction to make her dream come true impacted coping in the camp, namely instead of 
only studying or playing games as her peers did, she additionally took pictures and wrote a 
journal. Such creative strategies not only set her apart from the other girls but helped to 
make camp-life bearable as I discuss in more details in chapter 6.  
 
Besides wanting to learn the new country’s language as explained above, interviews and 
participatory activities, i.e painting, showed the willingness to become part of the host 
society. The latter was expressed inter alia by relocation-plans (canvas: plane to Germany), 
find a job (canvas: doctor, musician), play (canvas: soccer field), go to school (canvas: 
teacher), receive new passport, live in a solid house (canvas: European style house) and the 
willingness to respect Western values as Dalia says: 
 

Dalia (14 years, Syria, female (5)): It is easy to integrate [into Europe]: Do not break 
their rules, learn the language and respect the people there, for example respect the 
Finnish people just as they respect each other as well. 

 
According to the EU-Commission (2014), these are signs for integration defined as a “long-

term and multi-faceted process, including respect for diversity and the EU’s basic values, such as 
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human rights, democracy and the rule of law”. Nevertheless, the majority said they would refuse 
to give up certain traditions, i.e. Islam. Interestingly, only two respondents considered going 
back to their home country once the war is over, the remaining 26 refugees desired that 
Europe would become their new home. The strong will to make it to the desired destination 
country and start a new life there was accompanied by absence of fear by children and youth 
and the conviction that they could overcome any obstacle. In the words of two of the 
youngsters:  
 

‘Abid (25 years, Syria, male (25)): I want work and a job permission. Besides that, I 
do not want to receive anything from the government or the people. I am strong, I 
can do it! 

 
Madani (17 years, Syria, male (14)): You know what I keep telling me every day? 
Nothing is impossible. One day everything will change. 

 
Deriving from ‘Abid’s statement, an overarching need that permeated throughout all 
interviews and participatory activities was the desire especially of the 14- to 25-year-old 
people for independence and freedom as symbolized by ‘Abid’s statement. While the young 
refugees claimed for a fairer treatment in Greece, they wanted to represent themselves as 
capable of starting a new, independent life. In Ishaq’s words:  

 

Ishaq (20 years, Iraq, male (24)): Refugees get money from the government there 
[Germany]. But I do not want to have money, I want to work in Spain, for a low 
salary, no one will ask me there if I am a refugee or not. 

 
The two male URMs, on the other hand, could not think as far as education. They 
prioritized a quick family-reunification for reasons which Hek (2005:39) specified as 
“providing something known to hold onto at a time of change”. Although not suffering from 
detention, they suffered under the separation, worrying about their family’s wellbeing and 
the slow implementation of UNHCR’s family-reunification-procedures.  
 

Madani (17 years, Syria, male (14)): I can have reunification now but it takes time. 
And then when I get into the process, I will be 18 years old and not anymore a minor. 
[…] 
Interviewer: So, are there extra efforts from the government to reunite you with your 
family in Germany? 
Madani: No! [followed by silence] 
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In sum, rather than focusing on the constraints of camp life only, both children and youths 
developed hopes and articulated clear needs and expectations regarding their rights and 
future in Europe at point of arrival. A more humane treatment in the camp was the most 
obvious expectation, i.e. faster asylum-and relocation processes mainly for family-
reunification and the need for sufficient information and legal aid. Furthermore, especially 
the under 18-year-old respondents claimed their right for education and learning new 
languages. They saw this as a way to not only fulfil their expectation of making new friends 
but to become accepted in the new host society. This linked to the expectation about the 
personal ability to change their current situation with an overwhelming willingness to 
integrate and stay in Europe for the long-term.  
 

II. Information Sources fueling Expectations 

The expectations were shaped by mainly three formal and informal information sources: 
prior knowledge, hearsay through social networks including information by smugglers and 
aid workers and to a lesser extent official Greek/European government sources or news.  
 
Prior knowledge about Europe was gained especially through the Internet and social media, 
e.g. Butrus received little information about life in Europe prior to flight through online 
gaming where he virtually met with European gamers. Also Ishaq had insights into the 
European culture through connections with European friends on Facebook. Although it 
must be assumed that also children were exposed to information through the internet or 
stories by their parents, their knowledge about Europe was rather limited to stereotypes and 
iconic sites like the Eiffel tower in Paris or names of German football players mainly learned 
in school. Further, compared to the youths, especially the 12-17-years-old boys had a 
positive image of European countries that was related to either the latter’s willingness to 
accept refugees or positive experiences with friendly European refugee camp personnel.  

 
Basil (16 years, Syria, male (21)): [The Germans] are good people because they 
helped and accepted refugees. I also want to find German friends. It will be easy once 
I speak their language. 
[…] 
Hassan (14 years, Syria, male (15)): It sure will be a different life in Europe. Also the 
weather. I think the people are kind to me because all volunteers who are working in 
the camp from these European countries are very kind. 
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As seen with the camp personnel, personal social networks turned out to be the most 
important information source that shaped young refugees’ expectations regarding their 
future life and rights. In this, relatives already residing in Europe were key sources. The latter 
shared details about refugee life in Europe and advised on how to reach the final host 
country. 

 
Sabiha (13 years, Syria, female (16)): My brother in Germany tells me how the 
country is. He told us [the family] that 

Germany is good and that you can live a good, peaceful life there. Similar to how 
Syria was before the war started. 

 
Relatives’ positive stories that were shared via phone seemed to be the main encouragement 
not only to flee in the first place but to arrive with pre-existing expectations that refugees 
claimed at point of arrival as they knew that a different refugee-life than the one they were 
experiencing in Greece was possible. Challenges were ignored and even incorrect 
information naïvely believed, e.g. that it can be challenging to find a job or blaming the 
German chancellor Merkel for closing the border in Macedonia. That was especially true for 
my youth respondents. Melita Sunjic (2016), UNHCR spokesperson, recently explained in 
an interview that this “Myth Europe” is a growing phenomenon especially among Syrian and 
Iraqi refugees26. A majority of my respondents, for example, assigned positive attributes to 
Europe such as “high reputation of Europe”, “human rights”, “humanity”, “peace” and “safety” 
which stand in contrast to both the image of Greece and the camp experiences. Despite – or 
perhaps because of - the experience of this discrepancy between reality and expectation, the 
“Myth Europe” even strengthened the hope for positive change of their case in the near future. 
Negative aspects about Europe or unfulfilled expectations shared by family members who 
had gone ahead were disbelieved with the argument that the latter begrudged the latecomers 
a good life. Such reactions can additionally be at fault, among others, of not following any 
news. This was also a reason why the closure of the Greek-Macedonian border in 2016 took 
refugees like Akil by surprise. 
 

Akil (24 years, Syria, male (26)): I thought I will be in Germany in two to three days 
after arriving at Europe’s border. I did not expect that the situation would change to 

                                                
26 The full interview with Melita Sunjic can be watched here: http://www.mdr.de/exakt/mythos-
europa-100.html.  
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the worse. I spent 29 days in Idomeni, then in Katherini camp, now in Navikala camp 
for 2 ½ months. 

 
Considering the disappointment of not being informed sufficiently as explained above it is 
surprising that formal information channels are barely used by youths who, above all, could 
have access to news via their cell phones. Reasons can be found in their clear expectations 
that I explained above.  
 
There are two exceptions regarding information sources that shaped refugees’ expectations: 
First, the youth searched actively for information when it concerned them directly. This was 
the case of two male youths who were debating about smuggling themselves out of Greece. 
Here, hearsay within the camp, conversations with European aid workers and volunteers as 
well as promises by smugglers boosted expectations of a better life outside Greek camps. 
Children under 17 years did not mention the option of smuggling but rather mentioned the 
legal way which might have been based on parental decisions and official information.  
Second, I observed a relation between the information search and educational level or 
curiosity. The hungrier for education and the clearer the imagination of the future, the 
greater the extent to which information was searched actively and the greater the use of 
independent information sources – this was observed irrespective of age and sex. Both the 
14-year-old Syrian girl Dalia and the 20-year-old Iraqi youth Butrus were introduced to me 
as two of the smartest young people in the camp by the camp organizers. They spent their 
days mainly studying languages or attending school lessons. They were also the ones who 
mentioned to purposefully collect information on “how they study or how many people live in 

the country” or legal procedures through Google (Dalia) or other Internet platforms: 
 
Butrus (20 years, Syria, male (28)): I receive information about Germany and 
Switzerland mainly through conversations here in the refugee camp. Additionally, I 
find information in the Internet. I specifically search for data that informs about how 
life goes for refugees in these different European countries. […] I am looking for the 
facts. 
 

As Butrus states, this active search for independent official information to educate about life 
and rights in Europe is, however, “additional”, by which he means subordinate to the 
personal social network which is seen as more reliable. 
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III. Conclusion  

My findings show that the young refugees formulated clear needs and expectations of rights 
at point of arrival. These can be categorized into short- and long-term oriented social, legal, 
economic and educational expectations that were informed by various formal and informal 
sources prior to flight, during flight and in the camp. Only little differences between sex and 
age were observed, yet URMs’ priorities differed due to their special suffering under the 
separation from a parental caregiver. European governments and Greek officials were looked 
upon as those in charge of fulfilling most of these expectations while at the same time, 
especially youths, aimed towards independence from the state after relocation. 
The youngsters prioritized expectations based on the latter’s ability to quickly satisfy basic 
needs. Hence, family-reunification, relocation and hygienic camp conditions were perceived 
as the most pressing needs that were not fulfilled by the Greek authorities in Navikala 
although they are all anchored in one way or another in the UNCRC, CEAS or the 
International Covenant on Civil and Political Right. Closely related to the fulfilment of 
these rights were the expectations to receive sufficient information on the asylum process as 
well as legal and mental support services as officially granted to URMs und children during 
the transition into adulthood in the legal framework explained above. The youngsters also 
formulated expectations that were beyond basic needs and future-oriented, e.g. the right to 
education and work or a real house and friends in the new host society. Hence, the majority 
of young refugees did not only plan to stay in Europe for the long-term, but also expected a 
form of citizenship and integration as accepted newcomers in the host society. The EU’s 

Asylum, Migration and Integration Fund explicitly supports such efforts of refugees and 
provides a framework of inclusion through the CEAS and EU funded projects like the 
Refugee Integration Capacity and Evaluation (RICE). As we can see, the youngsters’ 
expectations of rights were broadly in line with the key legal frameworks on refugee 
protection that I have selected and presented in chapter four. For the purpose of showing 
relations and to better answering my research question, I discuss the youngsters’ 
conceptualization of rights at the end of next chapter. 
The ability to express expectations, needs and concerns is in itself already a form of agency 
that is further confirmed with young refugees’ coping as I will discuss in the following 
chapter. 
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Chapter 6 
 

RESEARCH RESULTS II 
 
 
 
Young Refugees’ Coping Strategies in the face of Rights Denial.  

 
After having described the young refugees’ needs and expectations of rights, I now move on 
to answer the question: How serious are these expectations for the young people? In this, I 
analyze how they sought to cope with the severe constraints of camp life and rights’ denial 
while keeping their expectations alive. An understanding thereof is crucial because unmet 
physical, mental and social needs necessitate the development of coping strategies and 
sources of personal strength in order to overcome tremendous adversity and significant 
obstacles to live the life one desires (NCTSN, 2005: 31). Since there were differences 
between children and youths, I divided this chapter into two sections. The first section 
explains children’s coping strategies and the second youths’. Coping is hereby understood as 
a form of agency as defined in my theoretical framework in chapter 1. 
 

I. Refugee Children’s Coping Strategies to Keep Expectations Alive  

Among children’s coping I found three major strategies: a mental defense strategy of 
positivity, activity and escape to studies; the cultivation of group identities; seeking trust and 
avoiding disappointment. I will elaborate on these strategies in this order in what follows. 
 

a. Mental Defense Strategy of Positivity, Activity and Escape to Studies 
First, despite clinical and research literature emphasizing refugee children’s vulnerability (see 
for example Erden, 2016; Kohli, 2006; Rajaram, 2002) my child respondents showed 
“capacity to respond robustly to the stresses that surround them” (Kohli & Mather, 2003:204). For 
example, when NGOs offered sports or creative activities, the children were always present, 
loudly singing along to music, making jokes and engaging with the diverse actors present in 
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the camp with the exception of the army. The children showed an irresistible urge for 
physical and mental activity, which, inter alia, was due to the limited space and the low living 
conditions in the tent hall. During the day hardly any children were found there as they were 
constantly searching for play or learn opportunities: From building toys out of garbage to 
playing soccer with a broken ball or collecting rocks from the dusty rocky road. In their 
everyday life, they above all developed a hunger for education and a stubborn willingness to 
succeed despite all challenges as the 14-year-old girl from Syria makes clear: 
 

Dalia (14 years, Syria, female (5)): I am very excited about my future [...] because my 
life will change and I will make all my dreams come true. [...] I will study hard. I 
believe that I will get anywhere and everything when I study. 

 
Despite their experience of the difficult camp situation, this statement shows how refugee 
children deployed a mental defense strategy to keep their expectations about a positive future 
alive and developed clear visions how to achieve their goals. Dalia, for example, focused on 
studying and participated in all lessons offered which gave her the nickname “the nerd” among 
the camp population. The importance of the school as a place of hope was expressed by all 
boys and girls – both in paintings on the canvas (see fig. 9) and in individual conversations 
– with the exception of the 15-year-old Bahir who refused to attend school for reasons he 
did not want to explain. Additionally, despite only a few lessons per day, with the opening 
of the camp-school, a daily routine was established which positively affected the children’s 
physical condition. Hence, the Swiss volunteer Sven Zaugg27 who helped setting up the 
school curriculum observed a more balanced behavior and excitement among the young 
refugees.  

However, for some children the attempt to develop a coping strategy was influenced by 
parental decisions. Thus, not all could take refuge in school work as a coping mechanism. 
Similar to reports about Syrian girls being forcibly married to older men by their parents in 
Jordan’s Zaatari refugee camp due to fear of rape and thus loosing honor (Save the Children, 
2014), some of my respondents also heard of cases where girls were sent into prostitution at 
night by their parents to earn a bit of cash. Others were left without parental care and thus 
exposed to several risks during the day. Reasons for this are manifold, e.g. literature suggests 

                                                
27 Informal conversation, 25. July 2016, Sindos, Greece.  
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that some parents are unable to respond to their children’s needs due to their own emotional 
turmoil (Levenson & Sharma, 1999; McCallin, 1996; Montgomery 1989). Children then 
also had to both cope with parents’ feelings of depression (Gosling, 2000) and take care of 
the household and/or younger siblings. Comparing these parental actions with children’s 
coping, my thesis reveals that children seemed more positive about the likelihood to realize 

their expectations than parents.  

Alongside creativity and ruggedness, especially the 11- to 15-year-old boys and girls 
remembered their life in the home country and terrible experiences of war and flight. In this, 
I observed that children drew strength from both memories of a better past and from loss 
and sufferings, which again informed the conviction that their expectations are realistic.  
On the one hand, three out of the total sixteen girls painted a crying eye on their self-
portraits as a symbol for their sadness over their war-torn home country and how it affected 
them.28  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  

                                                
28 The high usage of the eye-symbol can also result from the girls copying each other’s paintings since 
the activity took place in one room. 

Fig. 10 The “crying eye” as a symbol of memories of a better past, loss and suffering on 
refugee children's portraits. (Sources: Author) 
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Wafaa explains the symbol of her crying eye like that: 
 

Wafaa (14 years, Syria, female (17)): This crying eye is me. I am crying because I 
miss my friends and also my sister [Remark: she did not see her sister for the last 1 1/2 
years because she is married and still lives in Syria]. I do not like Assad because he shot 
at us, at my family and close friends. My friends died because of the shootings and 
bombings from the military planes. 
 

On the other hand, when organizations handed out free goods such as toys or goody bags, 
both girls and boys roughly fought to get them. Therewith, they not only presented 
themselves as active agents in their daily activities and behaviors, but maneuvered to make 
their lives as meaningful as possible (Fernando & Herbert, 2011). They further proved their 
agency when wanting to take part in my research activities: Here, the 11- to 15-year-old 
children represented themselves as capable, e.g. by showing off their English skills or 
offering me to translate. However, when excluded, they started to cry and played being a 
victim such as the 13-year-old girl Asma from Syria who interrupted the interviews with her 
screams until she finally got my attention.  
 

b. Cultivation of Group Identities 
Second, group identities were cultivated as a coping strategy to mitigate the emotional and 
material challenges in the camp. The 15-year old Syrian boy Bahir, for example, arranged a 
soccer team of male peers. Every evening they played together and taught each other new 
skills. Some of my over 18-year-old respondents helped to create a Shisha-Lounge to have 
a context to discuss present issues and find solutions together. Hence, both refugee children 
and youths in the Navikala camp used creative and thoughtful ways to cope with their 
situation. Nonetheless, the children described camp-life as both an abnormal way of life and 
a challenge. 

Dalia (14 years, Syria, female (5)): It is hard to adapt. Because we did not live like 
that before. The conditions in the camp are very low to what I was used to. Honestly, 
the conditions are even worse than what I expected when I left Syria. I expected 
something good, but now it is worse.  

Rather than the new host culture as previous studies suggested, the children mentioned 

waiting in limbo and the poor living conditions as major struggles (WHO, 1996). 
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To overcome these struggles, and this is my third point, the children developed different 
forms of behavior towards different actors within the camp setting. In line with Denov and 
Bryan’s study on resettlement of unaccompanied minors (2014:32), I observed that “strategies 

of openness and trust, of silence and distrust were equally present [in the camp], as [they] assessed 

and reassessed those around them, seeking out supportive people while avoiding hurtful interaction”. 

Mistrusting authority figures, all my respondents avoided interactions with the army and 
police at the gate. This was on account of their avoidance of those who could endanger their 
expectations coming true. 
 

c. Search for Trust and Avoidance of Disappointment 
Navikala’s army officers were not considered supportive which partially had to do with their 
negative and harsh comments and partly with the way they executed their duty regarding 
food distribution. Without respecting the camp residents’ food preferences, the army officer 
selected food which, however, was considered “disgusting” by all my respondents due to its 
limited variety, quality and display. Often four days per week noodles were distributed 
because it was the officer’s favorite meal requiring youths and parents to buy extra, expensive 
ingredients in the nearby city to avoid malnutrition and food-shortage29. This mistrust 
subconsciously created a dichotomy between „us“ and „them“ (Holslag, 2015:108) which was 
intensified by boys’ and girls’ negative connotations, as the statement of the 11-year-old girl 
Boutheina, who is clear that “we do not like them”, shows. Distrust and restraint in this case 
were therefore “adaptative expressions of agency“ rather than passivity (Denov & Bryan, 
2014:33).  
 
Conversely, children’s interactions with NGOs were intense with frequent use of physical 
touch revealing their psychosocial needs (Williams, 2007) and their cultural background of 
the Middle East where close physical contact, gestures or speaking loud are more common 
compared to European cultures (CMAS, 2015:5). Yet, also the Greek government’s failure 
to provide permanent caregivers ab initio had a dramatic impact on refugee children 

                                                
29 Concerns were raised by the United Nations about shortages of food in 2016 (see for example 

www.independent.co.uk/news/world/europe/idomeni-refugee-dachau-nazi-concentration-camp-greek-

minister-a6938826.html). 
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reinvigorating traumatic experiences with possible serious consequences for the mental 
development of these children (Murphy, 2016:1). For example, farewells from volunteers 
were committed under tears and under the fear of again losing a trust person, especially by 
the girls. The Syrian girl Aya wept firmly on my arm when saying goodbye and frequently 
sent recorded messages on Social Media even weeks after I had left. These trustful 
relationships were further highlighted in the children’s drawing of a social actor’s map.  
 

Interviewer: You have now listed many different actors on your map that you are in 
contact in your current camp-setting including family, police and army, friends from the 
camp and back home. What about the doctors, teachers and volunteers that you interact 
with everyday? Did you forget them? 
Bushra (11 years, Syrian, female (4)): Forget them? No, of course not! Why should we 
draw them separately? They are all our friends and we have drawn already the friend-
circle. (nodding by the remaining children). 

The rapid establishment of trust with Western volunteers and aid workers was expressed 
also by looking for close body contact, exemplified with the desire of being carried, sitting 
on the lap or stroking tenderly. Through praising Europe and ascribing positive attributes 
particularly to Germany due to its economic growth and hospitality towards Syrians, 
children confirmed the positive image of the latter as the “promised land” for refugees 
(Bennhold,2015). Although youths shared different, more critical opinions, they, 
nevertheless, tried to strategically build contacts, took selfies with volunteers and exchanged 

phone numbers hoping that the friendship would help them fulfil their expectations.  

 

II. Refugee Youths’ Coping Strategies to Keep Expectations Alive 

Compared to the children, refugee youths seemed to struggle more to make meaning out of 
their existence with severe limitations. They were thus at risk of developing difficulties in 
coping with their denied or unfulfilled rights and keeping expectations alive in reception 
camps at arrival in Greece. In the following I will explain both youths’ adaptive and 
maladaptive strategies which contained the escape to depression and distress as a strategy of 
self-protection; the desire for self-determination and fight against boredom; the resort in 

extreme solutions and an ambivalent social behavior between hope and frustration. 
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a. Escape to Depression and Silence as a Strategy of Self-Protection 
My youth respondents felt caught in a prison like cattle without control and uncertainty 
about the future.  

‘Abid (25 years, Syria, male (25)): I do not like being in the camp. I went from Turkey 
to Lesbos and then to the camp. I have been here for 9 months. […] We are living 
like animals in this camp. I just want to go. That´s my only need. I will do anything 
to achieve this. 

Here we see that youths seemed more proactive in trying to realize their expectations and 
felt more frustrated if their attempts failed in the short run. Considering that they have 
probably less time than younger children to get an education and a diploma this “hurry” 

seems quite logical.  

Due to the loss of self-control in the Navikala camp, many pointed out that the unofficial 
Idomeni-camp was a much better option despite its catastrophic hygienic conditions and 
absence of official laws. They thought it gave them more opportunities to try their luck. 
Navikala’s “artificial” camp environment, however, changed youths’ roles, daily routines and 
culture and affected both their physical and mental behaviour. ‘Abid, for example, worked 
as an Interior Designer in Syria for a fairly reasonable wage. However, his conversion to 
Christianity and the war forced him to flee to Europe. As he felt closer to the European than 
to the Arabic culture, he hoped to live in a safe environment when in Europe. Quite the 
opposite, he still was discriminated against by his Muslim fellow-refugees despite the 
policing and control framework of a government-camp. Such experiences of discrimination, 
waiting in limbo and poor camp-conditions resulted in depression, boredom, self-harm and 

the openness to engage in illegal activities. 

Self-protection was another coping strategy. The 20 year-old Butrus, who lived as an Iraqi 
refugee in Syria prior to fleeing to Europe, summarised the effects that camp-life had on 

him like this: 

Butrus (20 years, Iraq, male (28)): I want to […] maybe become an animation 
designer or programmer because my talent is to draw. But here in the camp, I do not 
have the passion to draw anymore. I always feel depressed. That is why I do not draw 
a lot here. When I was in Turkey, I drew more. 
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Although “promoting safety and security within the camps and expanding access to recreational 

areas, especially for children, are necessary protective factors to support resiliency” (Baker, 2015:4) 
the psychosocial health of refugees thus seems to be an unmet need. When inquiring about 
this issue, Butrus explained that only extreme cases of depression were receiving any care. A 

current report from Oxfam supports this observation (2016:31). 

The combination of traumatic experiences prior to flight, separation, disruption and camp 
stressors (i.e. unsanitary conditions, overcrowded limited space, limited and unfamiliar food 
supplies, ethnical conflicts), however, has the potential to contribute to short- and long term 
emotional stress and eventually exacerbate Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) that has 
been found to be pervasive among refugees (Gary & Rubin, 2014; Drozdek et al., 2013; 
Yakushko et al., 2008). It can also create “cultural bereavement” (Bhugra & Becker, 2005:18). 
Burnett (2002) points out that depression is more linked with current social isolation than 
with past or pre-exile experiences – an observation, that I, however, could not confirm 
among my respondents’ statements and behaviors. It was rather a combination of these issues 
that often led to “silence”. Two out of the five young men continuously seemed to live in 
their “own world” without any relation to their camp environment, e.g. sitting in a corner 
playing with their phones or staring into the blue. Rather than a psychopathological 
dysfunction, Kohli (2006:710) interprets this rather as a protective strategy geared towards 
“reflect[ing] on their experiences, […] before using their emotional energy to move on in their new 

worlds”. This was true also of my respondents. Although they seemed to both be more aware 
of obstacles compared to children and resort to extreme solutions, they were no less 

convinced that they should try to realize their expectations.  

b. Desire for Self-Determination and Fight against Boredom 
Related to this, many spoke of the refugee life as being a wasted time that steals of their 
future as Butrus’ and Akil’s responses reveal:  

Butrus (20 years, Iraq, male (28)): […] But still, children cannot have a normal life 
here. They will be wilder than “normal” children who did not grow up in such 
circumstances. 
[…] 
Akil (24 years, Syria, male (26)): Yet, they put us in a prison. We wait for years for 
the asylum-process. No one told us how long we are stuck here. Imagine, six months 
of my life are gone now. They are lost. […] I am waiting in emptiness here.  
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Although asylum-processes are not supposed to take longer than six months according to 
Directive 2013/32/EU, some of my respondents still did not have their official interview 
after registration and being in Greece for longer than three months. Prolonged asylum-

processes were interpreted as lack of respect towards migrants and resulted in frustration. 

Madani (17 years, Syria, male (14)): My dream [of Europe] was different when I was 
still in Syria. Now I have been in Greece for 6 months. I do not like the government 
in Europe much anymore because of the waiting process. 

These men shared with me their powerlessness and pleaded that I do something – anything 

– to rescue them from the experience of living in “no place” and as “no one” (Vitus, 2004:27).  

Waiting in limbo without access to information and assessment about their legal status 
meant also to not have any control over their (legal) situation which again created a mental 
situation in which my respondents “live[d] without a justified existence and thus in processes of 

de-subjectification” (Vitus, 2010:26). Associated with waiting in limbo was the wait for work 
permit. However, even for those with refugee status it was difficult to find a job in crisis-
torn Greece. Above all, all youths arrived at Navikala camp with limited personal possessions 
which made them dependent on the Greek government and organizations for survival. This 
legal “command” for inaction and the resulting dependency were neither common nor 
accepted by the youths leading to boredom, sometimes to the extent of self-harm when one 
of my youth-respondents told me that he regularly cut his arms with a razorblade because of 
boredom. This form of self-mutilation was observed increasingly in camps all around the 
Greek mainland, particularly among male youths30. At the same time, and not unlike Akil 
and Reda, ‘Abid, Ishaq and Butrus, however, volunteered in different ways (e.g. translating, 
supporting NGOs, playing music or “working” as a hairdresser) to overcome their state of 
de-subjectification and boredom and to re-gain self-determination to some extent. Hence, 

they deployed a task-oriented coping strategy. 

Yet, boredom increasingly also led to the search for more extreme solutions to fulfil 

expectations, to which I now turn.  

                                                
30 These observations are based on my visits in over 20 refugee camps in Northern Greece and the 
Attica area between 11th of June and 6th of September 2016 that were possible through my volunteer 
activities with A21.  
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c. Resort in extreme Solutions 
The lack of financial means and the unknown legal situation and resulting dependency on 
government support made it difficult to break through the restricted camp situation. As a 
result, in order to regain freedom, refugee youths, who travelled without family, were seeking 
the help of traffickers to be able to go ahead. The 25-year-old Halim, who translated 
sometimes for me, was one day very nervous, unable to translate a proper sentence. When I 
asked him what the matter is, he replied by first looking around and then whispering into 
my ear:  

Halim (25 years, Syria, male (29)): I decided to leave Greece to go to Germany or 
the Netherlands. It costs me 3000 EURO with a smuggler by car. I am already in 
contact with him. Which place is better to go? Germany or the Netherlands? You 
lived in both countries. [Without taking a breath and waiting for my answer, he 
continued] But I am not sure if it is a good idea. What if I am caught? I cannot 
concentrate anymore today. I am sorry. [He paused and looked at me] You are not from 
the government, are you?  

Driven by stress and desperation, Halim tried to achieve a minimum degree of control over 
his life through engaging in smuggling across the EU that is temporarily illegal after major 
amendment to the Schengen travel-free area in 2016 (Art. 26, Schengen Borders Code). In 
the hope of the fulfilment of the promise of a better life outside Greece, he was willing to 

invest a big deal of money with the help of relatives from Syria. 

The fact that youths felt to have to engage in illegal activities to improve their situation does 
not only critically question EU’s increasing securitization to migration but also the limited 
(legal and emotional) support offered specifically to youths. Fully aware of the consequences, 
the aforementioned needs and expectations regarding rights as well as successful smuggling 
stories of fellow refugees and previous survival of dramatic experiences such as war, 

superseded fear and doubt. 

Madani (17 years, Syria, male (14)): […] Other refugees who had left the camp 
illegally before, have now already a house. I do not even have a phone anymore with 
me since it got stolen. 

Here, the use of networks played a major role and was identified as an overall important 
pattern in coping strategies. This is reinforced by the collectivist Middle Eastern cultures 
these refugees originated from and the resulting concern for the “group[s] to which one belongs” 
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(Berry et al, 2002:66). Refugee youths such as Halim and Ishaq31 used foremost familial and 
kinship networks  as well as information on social media not only to maximize security or 
share food, but also to find the cheapest provider and receive advise on the smuggling 
process. Thus, I expand the above mentioned Oxfam report (2016:30) in two ways: first, the 
use of networks is not limited to legal matters only. Second, Social Media was another key 

channel of social networks among youths (i.e. Facebook, What’s App). 

d. Ambivalent Social Behavior between Hope and Frustration 
The dealing of refugee youths with the denial of certain rights was ambivalent: On the one 
hand, as already briefly mentioned, they were silent and withdrew from the public. Because 
of feelings of paralysis and frustration by the difficulties they were facing, the majority of 
youths retreated to the tents, tried to go to the city or clinged to their phones. On the other 
hand, they strategically sought contact when in need of help, e.g. when wanting a car lift or 
needing a guitar string. 

Besides, even if they often acted both bored and depressed, they also made meaning out of 
the prolonged camp-life by preparing themselves for the time after relocation, e.g. by 
learning the desired host country’s language, attending school, asking aid workers about 

particularities in Europe or acquaintances for jobs. 

Moreover, they kept contact with home and followed religious precepts as a continuing 
connection back to the country of origin, but at the same time developed dreams for their 
new life in Europe, e.g. becoming a famous Flamingo guitar player in Spain or becoming a 
dentist in France. Therewith they showed tactical and strategic agency instead of being 

complete victims of structures (Boas, 2013: 613). 

Such innovative survival strategies amidst constraints not only need to be recognized by 
officials and NGOs to avoid both refugee’s marginalization and helplessness-stigmas, but 

also justify for a contextualized understanding of young refugees’ rights (Liebel, 2012). 

Therefore, the cases need to be regarded individually and context-specific. Since some 

                                                
31 Ishaq carried out his smuggling-plans in October 2016 and lives now in Germany where he works as 
a hairdresser in a hair salon of an Arab owner. Halim, on the other hand, is still staying in the Navikala 
camp.  
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youths emphasized their living rights, only some were frustrated to a point where they lost 
hope for the future. Thus, the above description and literature that puts refugees in a one-
size-fits-all package of vulnerability without agency, can be dangerous since they overlook 
the agency and space of maneuvre of individuals. Indeed, there are cases like Akil’s who do 
not show any mechanisms for adaptive coping as defined in my theoretical framework since 
he lost dreams for the future (“I am not looking forward to my future”), but there are also cases 
– and these are the majority – who made meaning of their constrained lives and kept dreams 
alive. At the same time Akil’s planning in which country he re-settles is in itself an act of 

living his rights and being an active agent, hence an ambivalent behavior. 

Reasons for youths’ sometimes anti-social behavior and coping differences between children 
and youths may result firstly from the fact that “older children and youth have, until fairly 

recently, been largely ignored, both in the literature, and in practice” (Chatty, 2005:388). 
Consequently, there is lack of refugee youth specific programs to support them. Biological 
and mental processes of development accompany the transition from the dependence of 
childhood to the independence of adulthood that make youths aware of the economic and 
political consequences of their situation on themselves and their broader family. Particularly 
youths from collectivist cultures were “producers of knowledge and leaders within their families” 
(Maine, 2015:ii) prior to flight. As highlighted by the 18-year-old Reda who stated that he 
wanted to bring his mother to join him once in Germany, they continued to carry adult-like 
responsibilities on their journey. Their loyalty to their parents and the mission most of them 
received, i.e. sending money home, reunifying with family members, finding a high-skilled 
job can be additional stress factors (Derluyn et al., 2005; Derluyn & Broekaert, 2007). Only 
the 20-year-old Butrus who was the only youth respondent travelling with his family, did 
not fit into this pattern mentioning that he does not care about his parents because he makes 

decisions himself and “no one needs to accept my opinion”. 
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III. Conclusion and Discussion: Exaggerated Expectations and Helpless 
Victims? 

Young refugees’ coping strategies revealed that they were prepared to go great lengths to 
realize and keep their expectations alive. Despite different coping mechanisms, both age 
groups resisted the structural and legal realities of denial of their rights, discrimination and 
exclusion of the Greek society, and therewith tried to realize their expectations against all 

odds. 

“Coping” here entailed not only how my research subjects handled their experiences at point 
of arrival in Greece, but how they represented themselves, shaped and strived to make a 
meaningful life while in limbo. The refugee camp was recognized as an “in-between” place 
of the past and future, frustration and hopeful expectations, nonbelonging and physical 
presence, asylum-seeking and refugee status, bureaucratic sluggishness and desired family-
reunification, official granted rights and limited access to these basic rights. Living with 
these uncertain, paradox “in-betweens” shaped the coping of the youth and child refugees. 
Nevertheless, most youths and all children desired to make their experiences of limbo 
tolerable or even useful (Cabot, 2012:16). Thus, the camp situation took on new meanings 

and boosted such activities, e.g. learning new languages and skills.  

Overall, children, with only some exceptions, showed adaptive coping (Lazarus & Folkman, 
1984) as demonstrated by their positivity, physical action and hopes of a different, hence 
better future. The escape to studies, close interactions with volunteers, cultivation of group 
identities and avoidance of anything that could diminish their expectations becoming reality 
played an important role in coping. Thereby, no differences were identified with the two 
URMs. Children then “[…] shape[d] the world around them so that it fits as comfortably as it 

can” (Kohli, 2003:210).  

The youths, in contrast, were rather negatively affected by the denial of rights and 
experiences in the Greek camp, and described problems with adapting to their current life. 
They demonstrated an ambivalent social behavior which was expressed by vulnerability 
questioning the purpose of their flight and even future, on the one hand, and resourceful 
engagement with their chosen trustful environment, on the other hand. As such, although 
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not minors anymore, the youths were mentally caught in a vicious cycle and showed 
behavioral characteristics similar to those found in URM’s studies (see Helms, 2015; Eide 
& Hjern, 2013; Wernersjö, 2012; Sales, 2007; Rajaram, 2002). As five of the six youth 
respondents were refugees and separated from family, they also experienced a “rupture in the 

narrative threads running through their lives” (Summerfield, 1998:16). However, in contrast 
to the URMs who received special care, unaccompanied youths were left out concerning 
distress by humanitarian organizations which highlights a gap in formal mental health 
services (YAE Group, 2015). Yet, their sometimes rather maladaptive coping – from 
depression to boredom, distrust and smuggling – was used as a protection strategy to realize 

their expectations against all odds.  

 
Deriving from my findings, I argue that the expectations regarding needs and rights at point 
of arrival (chapter 5) and coping to keep these expectations alive despite the challenges of 
camp-life (chapter 6) reveal that the young people had a strong conception of their rights. 
When further relating my findings to the key legal frameworks on refugee protection 
(chapter 4), i.e. 1951 Convention, UNCRC and CEAS, it becomes obvious that they 
expressed needs and harbored expectations that were broadly in line with rights granted 
under these treaties as already summarized, e.g. access to education, work and legal aid, 
sufficient information, quick asylum-processes, relocation and hygienic camp conditions.  
Drawing the generalized conclusion – as some scholars do (Stein, 1981; Greenslade & 
Kagee, 2007) and as is the widespread public opinion in Europe (see for example Panorama, 
2016; mdr, 2016) – that refugees have exaggerated expectations, therefore, is inaccurate. 
They only may differ in a different temporal orientation: While the young people wanted to 
fulfil these expectations as soon as possible, the legal framework in most cases does not 
explicitly mention a time-frame and is rather relatively vague in stating that the best interests 
of child principle guides decisions.  
This then leads me to argue that Greek and EU authorities seem to have a different 
interpretation of refugee children’s rights than the youngsters themselves since they failed to 
act on the legal framework and – according to the young refugees – even denied them of 
several of their rights as refugees. These unfulfilled rights were revealed to the refugees by 
the inhumane treatment and poor conditions of the camp. 
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While my respondents only rarely mentioned official treaties and laws, they themselves 
formulated needs and expectations towards state authorities and international institutions, 
i.e. UNHCR, that were shaped within the broader human rights framework. Hence, young 
refugees’ understanding of their rights was not limited to officially top-down written legal 
codes by states, but based on their lived experiences – through hearsay, observation and 
instinct – in the specific context of the Navikala camp. In other words, the youngsters 
followed an agentic, bottom-up conceptualization to rights and thus made use of their living 
rights (Hanson & Nieuwenhuys, 2013). Therefore, rights were not static, but transformative 
and living rights existed already in the daily struggles of these youngsters (van Daalen et al., 
2016:17). 

The young people’s engagement with their living rights then also showed that they did not 
uphold the predominant focus within the welfare literature on refugee’s vulnerability. Young 
refugees did not present themselves as solely helpless victims. Quite the contrary, they have 
already proven resistance and the capability to maneuver through diverse circumstances by 
surviving war and flight, handling “complex legal immigration processes and social, cultural and 

linguistic differences” in Europe (Sleijpen et al., 2016:158). The ability of the majority of 
respondents to adaptive coping and keeping their expectations alive through living as 
refugees in a “prison like cattle” “propelled the youth forward” (Denov & Bryan, 2014:33). This 
underlines the relevance of my agentic coping approach explained in my theoretical 
framework. As the case of ‘Abid suggested, this ability is closely linked to the subjects’ 
individual characteristics such as eagerness to learn or information sources; even more so 
because „[n]ew refugee arrivals in developed countries are an extremely diverse group“ (Earnest, 
2005:79). Thus, enabling both refugee children and youths to voice their right’s 
understandings and knowing how they both struggle and cope with the existing 
implementation of rights in the camp can start fostering resilience in order to ensure optimal 

physical and mental development even in emergency settings. 

I will discuss this further in the following chapter by summarizing the findings and 

attempting to show a way forward for theory and practice. 
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Chapter 7 
 

CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 
 
 
 
Moving forward. 

 
The aims of this study as laid out in the introduction were threefold: first, to examine young 
refugees’ expectations regarding their rights at point of arrival; second to put young refugees’ 
right’s conceptions in relation to the rights granted to them as “one of the most vulnerable 

people on earth” (UNICEF, 2016a) by the international community; third, to investigate how 
they cope in the face of right’s denial in the emergency of a reception camp in Greece to 
keep expectations alive. 
 
In the first section of this concluding chapter I answer these research questions by 
summarizing and connecting the findings presented in the previous chapters. Following I 
seek to demonstrate the societal and academic relevance of the thesis and in the final section 
I modestly attempt to provide academic and societal recommendations. 
 

I. Theoretical Reflection and Chapter Summary 

To recap, after describing the aims and relevance of this study and defining key terms, I 
suggested in my first chapter that the theoretical debate about refugees in general and refugee 
children and unaccompanied minors more specifically, is characterized by three major flaws: 
Firstly, refugees are overwhelmingly presented as helpless victims without agency, in need 
of protection by state and non-state actors and that this is linked to the conceptualization of 
the ideal Western childhood (Bourdillon, 2006). Referencing Wernersjö (2012) and Cheney 
(2013) I highlighted that academic studies tend to concentrate on the traumatic experiences 
of URMs and the risk of their developing emotional problems. Thus, only a limited amount 
of research, particularly in the field of social psychology and public health emphasizes 
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refugees’ coping strategies. Secondly and consequently, the international and European legal 
framework on refugee protection is dominated by a top-down approach that views young 
refugees as vulnerable and passive citizens-in-training that despite their having numerous 
rights are not deemed capable of harboring realistic expectations regarding their rights. 
Focusing on different right’s interpretations of scholars, policy-makers, practitioners and 
young refugees, I thirdly, suggested using the notion of living rights (Hanson & 
Nieuwenhuys, 2013; Liebel, 2012). The notion helps unveil children’s rights interpretation 
and allow paying greater attention to their experiences.  
 
In chapter 2 I described how I used participatory methods with 29 male and female refugee 
children and youth between the ages of 11- to 25-years from Syria and Iraq in the Navikala 
camp in Northern Greece to grasp how they deal with their rights as refugees. Limitations 
and ethical challenges were found in the small sample size and thus limited validity and 
generalization of results, language-barrier and reducing potential emotional harm to this 
marginalized population group.  
 
Chapter 3 outlined the context of this study and discussed the political and practical 
difficulties of the EU and Greece - as the main transit country for refugees taking the eastern 
Mediterranean route to central Europe - to deal with the current crisis. Using my case study 
I described the humanitarian emergency arising from thousands of migrants and refugees 
having stranded in such camps following the border closure with Macedonia in March 2016. 
I also briefly touched upon the negative opinion about migrants, asylum-seekers and refugees 
of some parts of the Greek population that is linked to the acute economic crisis in the 
country.  
 
In chapter 4 I discussed the legal framework within which refugees including children and 
youths are treated and that form the basis of this study, i.e. the 1951 Convention and CEAS. 
I argued that the dominant Western image of the passive child as highlighted in chapter 2 
also informs these policies and regulations. Consequently, I questioned this top-down 
approach with Liebel’s words in mind, that “children’s rights become rights of the children and 

can be understood and practised as such by them only when they themselves reach the necessary power 

and means to set their own priorities and to use the rights according to their own discretion“ 
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(2012:24). The increasing securitization of migration policies, however, exacerbates this 
“necessary power and means”. The focus on the implementation of children’s and refugees’ 
rights therefore shifts from the best interest of the child to securing the wellbeing of the 
native population (Papadopolous, 2016). 
 
This is the topic of chapters 5 and 6, in which I analyzed the concrete implementation of 
policies by contrasting them with the understanding of rights by refugee children and youths 
with the interpretations revealed through the key legal framework on refugee protection. 
Hereby, the refugees claimed inhumane treatment and severe circumstances unworthy of 
human beings and the needs of refugees, e.g. lack of legal support and information, 
prolonged camp-life and denial of family-reunification for URMs or unhygienic camp 
conditions. The youngsters’ expectations did not seem unrealistic in the light of the official 
granted refugee rights in the EU but in line with them. Young refugees’ consciousness of all 
their rights officially granted to them made clear that two different forms of interpretations 
of refugee rights exist. The latter expected rights that arouse from their everyday camp life, 
hence living rights. In my respondent’s views, children’s and youth’s rights are not only those 
laid out in the legal framework. Instead, their rights are “already alive in the minds and lived 

realities” before any written legal instrument (Hansen & Nieuwenhuys, 2013:4). Especially 
informal information sources such as social networks or hearsay fueled these expectations.  
 
In chapter 6 I asked the question: How do young refugees cope with this discrepancy of differing 

right’s understandings and poor camp conditions while keeping their expectations alive? And how 

do they represent themselves in such severe circumstances? Although experiencing inhumane 
treatment, my respondents actively made meaning out of their situation. They relied on 
coping mechanisms such as wishing things were different but were active to change things 
in the camp and about their position as victims, e.g. learning a European language, looking 
for jobs or asking aid workers about life in Europe. Wishing and hoping was therefore not 
only a distraction from present difficulties as the US-National Child Traumatic Stress 
Network claims (2005). It was rather about creating their future and surviving constraints of 
camp life by using their living rights. The youths consciously went even further than the 
children to get their expectations realized and thereby showed a tendency to maladaptive 
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coping, e.g. depression, use of smugglers. Nevertheless, the hope for a positive future in a 
different country in Europe outweighed also their coping difficulties.   
 
In sum and to answer my research question, my thesis challenged the assumption that young 
refugees arrive with unrealistic expectations about their rights as refugee children and youth 
in Europe. Their expectations at point of arrival are broadly in line with key legal frameworks 
on refugee protection. This applies for their short- and long-term oriented social, legal, 
economic and educational rights’ expectations. 
The inhumane treatment in reception camps and an increasingly negative public discourse 
that criminalizes asylum-seekers and refugees as social and economic burdens reveals the 
failure of Greek authorities and EU governments to act upon the legal framework for 
refugees. This inability was generally justified on the ground that refugees, particularly 
children and unaccompanied minors, were overwhelmingly victims in need of protection and 
special care that the government was unable to provide. A top-down translation of rights 
that contrasted with my respondents’ representation of themselves as active agents endowed 
with “innovative”/creative strategies to cope. They made meaning out of the constraints of 
their daily reception camp-life, e.g. demanding language courses, building toys out of waste, 
working as “volunteers” with aid organizations. They used a bottom-up translation of rights 
as “living rights” shaped by everyday concerns (Hanson & Nieuwenhuys, 2013). Because of 
the consequences of these differing right’s understandings for the youngsters, it seems that 
the required policy instruments to implement refugee laws in the current European refugee 
crisis are missing. This questions whether transit and host countries – such as Greece – are 
sufficiently cognizant of both the living rights and rights of young refugees (rt, 2016) and 
living up to the UNCRC guiding principle that children’s best interests should be given 
priority. 
 

II. Academic and Societal Relevance and Recommendations  

Although Greece has become a relevant research place about refugee children due to the 
close proximity to the shores of Turkey, the findings and recommendations of this thesis can 
serve also in other contexts and geographical locations. There are nearly 60 million refugees 
worldwide – half of them children – and growing numbers due to increase in violence, 
economic collapses and natural disasters worldwide (MercyCorps, 2015).  
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My research has aided to contribute to theory by closing the three gaps in academic literature 
re-stated at the beginning of this chapter to some extent. With an agentic, participatory 
research design I discovered how children’s rights32 should be interpreted in the specific case 
of young refugees living in an emergency setting as a reception camp at arrival in Greece. I 
found that the youngsters broadly harbored realistic expectations when compared with key 
legal frameworks on refugee protection. In this I showed the importance of applying the 
innovative notion of living rights in order to unveil youngsters’ conceptualization of rights. 
For despite many studies highlighting emotional problems, I found that young refugees also 
act like agents who require also empowerment to make meaning out of life. My participants’ 
coping strategies largely reflected this agentic, bottom-up approach to rights.  
 

a. Future Research 
The findings can contribute to the thesis’ academic relevance. As a short-term political 
solution to the Syrian war seems currently unlikely keeping refugees on average in exile for 
more than ten years (Roads to refuge, 2016) and since the majority of my respondents desired 
to stay in Europe for the long-term, the question of integration is raised33. This then asks 
for both development programs and policies also in developed countries like Europe and 
studies in international development to promote social cohesion between newcomers and 
host societies. Knowing about young refugees’ expectations and reconsidering how young 
refugees’ rights should include children’s own conceptions of their rights may play a major 
role in this process of mutual understanding and integration. Hence, my research fills a gap 
in academic literature since there is little in the existing refugee or child welfare literature on 
right’s conceptions of young refugee unexpectedly stuck as refugees at Europe’s border 
country Greece. 
 
My findings on coping strategies can further contribute to both the newly growing body of 
research exploring the mental health needs of refugee children (Leppma & Szente, 2014:8) 
and for practitioners, i.e. counsellors, to get valuable information to build on refugees’ 

                                                
32 This includes youths due to their similarities to children in behavior and dependency on care and 
support that I have found. 
33 In line with the EU-Commission, integration here is perceived as a “long-term and multi-faceted 
process, including respect for diversity and the EU’s basic values, such as human rights, democracy and the rule of 
law” (2014). 
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strengths and resilience. However, as identified also by the White Paper II of the US-
National Child Traumatic Stress Network (2005) there is need to further investigate coping 
mechanisms among young refugees and find out which mechanisms are most adaptive under 
which conditions. Although my study has given a snapshot of coping mechanisms developed 
by young refugees during the first months of their arrival in Europe, Guribye (2011) states 
that coping strategies can change over time. The majority of Syrian and Iraqi refugees still 
stay in the same camps in Greece as during my fieldwork. Therefore, I suggest to create a 
more comprehensive picture of young refugees and thus more exact aid and development 
programs by researching at intervals how their coping in reception camps evolves over the 
next months/years including young women, too. As such, also differences compared in 
coping between sexes, varying geographical, cultural and socio-economic contexts can be 
identified, e.g. differences between camps in developed countries versus camps in less 
developed countries like Kenya (Dadaab) or Jordan (Zataari) where the majority of refugees 
currently seek refuge. An understanding thereof promises to raise further debate about the 
current dominant image of young refugees and their restricted awarded agency in shaping 
reality and rights-interpretations in emergency settings similar to Navikala. 
 
This leads to my second research recommendation. I recommend a cohort study about 
further expectations regarding rights, especially the use of living rights by following the 29 
participants of my study at different key legal stages (e.g. after the asylum process, after 
relocation/family-reunification, during the integration process). How do young refugees’ 

expectations regarding their rights change over time and legal status? What external determinants 

shape these changes? Here, also the expectations of receiving host societies need to be taken 
into consideration and compared with young refugees’ expectations to both discover 
discrepancy and act upon them. 
 

I expect the results of the thesis to be crucial for both researchers, practitioners, policymakers, 
teachers and multilateral organisations, i.e. UNHCR and UNICEF as well as citizens 
interested in refugee matters. I also expect to contribute to analysing the implementation of 
SDG’s target 16 about peace and justice and UNICEF’s goal (2015) of “empowering and 

promoting the social, economic and political inclusion of all […]”. UNHCR’s participatory 
assessment, based on its Age, Gender and Diversity Policy (2011), that is now restricted to 
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children’s participation in decision-making about protection risks, may also profit from the 
results of the thesis and help support children’s right to express views and expectations that 
go beyond protection-issues34. This leads me to the societal recommendations.  
 

b. Adaptation of Legal Framework on Refugee Protection in Emergencies 
The presented difficulty of EU Member States to implement refugee rights as granted in 
international and European law to large refugee flows, questions the ability of those legal 
frameworks to work generally in emergency settings and humanitarian crisis in the EU and 
beyond. This is especially true for a country like Greece enduring a double crisis: an 
economic crisis of its own and an imminent humanitarian crisis caused by the current refugee 
influx. This suggests that the 1951 Convention may not have been designed for economically 
weak and socially overburdened countries. Human, children’s and refugees’ rights therefore 
become restricted and exclusive, hence negotiable as Agamben and Heller-Roazen state 
(1998). Therefore, if the implementation in Greece of the legal infrastructure is inadequate 
to create an environment that improves child and youth refugees’ wellbeing and the best 
interests of the child, a revision thereof seems necessary. I thus first recommend that the 
legal framework needs to be adapted to nation-state’s context-specific capacities at the 
external border of the EU. One way to do so, I suggest, is to recognize that children’s rights 
are not only those laid out in the single-sided, universalistic international legal frameworks 
but need to be seen in the wider context of living rights that incorporate young refugees’ 
specific experiences. The following point builds on this. 
 

c. Integration of Young Refugees’ bottom-up Conceptualization of Rights 
Second, forced movements are likely to become the century dominating global problem (the 
European, 2016). These migration waves with enormous national and local consequences 
make it even more urgent to analyze young fleeing people’s expectations regarding their 
rights and integrate their voices and right’s understandings into key legal frameworks for 
refugee protection. Thereby, instead of the current dominant top-down approach to refugee 
rights, a bottom-up right’s translation based on living rights promises more effective and 

                                                
34 See UNHCR Age, Gender and Diversity Policy: Working with people and communities for equality and 

protection, 2011.  
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appropriate policies, regulations and humanitarian aid programs. Only then the context-
specific circumstances and lived experiences of the subjects of laws can be fully respected. 
Consequently, an integration of living rights into the broader legal framework can bridge 
the gap between both right-holders’ often challenging realities and feelings of mistreatment 
and (European) governments’ intentions of implementing human rights and ease integration 
into the host society. Here, a special focus needs to be on refugee youths’ living rights since 
they seemed to struggle to cope with the extent to which rights were absent in my study. 
Also, the majority of the current newcomers in Europe is male and youth.   
 

d. Education in Refugee Children’s Rights and Living Rights  
Finally, both young refugees’ negative experiences with the treatment of Greek and EU 
officials in the reception camp and rising anti-migrant sentiments expressed by political 
movements across Europe (the Golden Dawn in Greece, Pegida movement in Germany, 
Front Nationale in France etc.) that increasingly criminalize refugees and asylum-seekers as 
security-threats arriving with unrealistic expectations, make public education in refugee 
children’s rights and living rights crucial. I feel that this education could play a seminal role 
in fostering mutual understanding, managing host countries’ expectations and ease 
acceptance and integration of newcomers into receiving societies. 
This also applies to so-called developed countries, also and especially in the EU that presents 
itself as an advocate of human rights as enshrined in the EU Charter of Fundamental Rights 
that is legally binding per Article 6 of the Treaty on the European Union. Such education 
should be specifically tailored towards European and Greek adult officials and policy-
makers, subordinate also towards social workers in refugee camps or asylum-seeking centers 
and the broader public. This is due to the current economic crisis which is linked to the 
further decline of the welfare-state and democratic deficit within EU institutions 
(Habermas, 2011). Refugees are presented as potential or actual abusers of the welfare 
system, competitors in the already contested Greek and EU labor market and dangerous 
challenge to societal stability of Western states (Papadopolous, 2016; Huysmans, 2000). 
This excludes these people groups and makes their inclusion in the EU more difficult. 
Consequently, the new European Agenda on Migration (EC, 2015b) focuses on border-
management by strengthening FRONTEX role and implementing smart border technology. 
The erection of fences – be they material or constructed through law – to protect Europe’s 
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shared ideals and values, is diametrically opposed to that same ideals and values that are 
claimed to be protected in the current policy and public discourse about the European 
refugee crisis. Thereby keeping in mind that not too long ago, Europe itself produced large 
numbers of refugees. 
Instead building a “Fortress Europe” (Jünemann, 2016), balanced information and education 
about officially granted refugees, children’s and living rights can contribute to see refugees 
“[…] rather as subjects of security – and also as subjects of human rights” (Isotalo, 2010:43). Such 
education programs that are developed by all key actors, also young refugees, and delivered 
via further training or workshops and firm incorporation in the national curriculum are thus 
not a dispensable, but necessary issue in promoting mutual understanding and respect 
(Marcos, 2010). This can be done, e.g., through Global Citizenship Education as expressed 
by UN’s Global Education First Initiative (2012-18) (UNESCO, 2014); therewith avoiding 
conflicts between refugees and receiving societies. This then encourages successful 
integration processes because “[f]reedom and tolerance must be taught and practiced” (Helsinki 
Document 1992, no. 12).  
 

III. Conclusion 

A first step of “practicing freedom and tolerance” is to create an environment where policy-
makers and the host society listen and the right-holders share rather than judging the latter 
in advance of having unrealistic expectations about their rights in Europe – as I did before 
going to Greece. Giving a voice to young refugees allows them to present more 
comprehensive narratives about themselves than the predominant victimhood-perspective 
and to articulate their own expectations and conceptualizations of rights. Awareness of the 
youngsters’ expectations and rights-conceptualizations can thus encourage researchers, 
policy-makers and child right’s practitioners involved in international development and 
refugee matters to take young refugees’ agency – more accurately their living rights – into 
consideration and therewith contribute to better determining policies and meeting needs 
more accurately. Only when living rights are not only a reality for young refugees, but 
become anchored also in the minds and actions of those involved in their realizing them can 
the principle of children’s best interests be fully applied. Interpreting children’s rights in this 
manner can be a way forward in improving the situation of young refugees who live a life 
under severe constraints in Europe and beyond.  
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1. List of Respondents 

 

Fig 1: List of Respondents  
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2. Impressions of different Research Activities with the Young Refugees of the Navikala 
Camp 

 

 

Fig. 3: Some girls discuss about their presented needs and 
expectations of rights as refugees. 

Fig. 2: A group of children finalises their self-portraits. 
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Fig. 4: The international press became interested in the  
participatory approach, visited us in the camp during the 
research and took pictures. (Source:Thom Held, 2016) 
 

 

Fig. 5: Two girls have fun during dressing up, acting out 
and taking photos for the Photoshoot "My future Profession". 
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Fig. 6: A 11-year-old boy colorfully paints his piece of canvas with 
his expectations of rights and needs. 
 

 
Fig. 7: Interview with a Iraqi youth refugee on the camp’s ground. 
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3. Interview Guide 

Interview Guide35: Fieldwork Navikala Camp, Greece, June-September 2016 
 

Personal Data 

• Name 
• Age 
• Sex 
• Country of Origin 
• Time spent in the Navikala camp so far 
• Time spent on the flight and Migration route 
• Unaccompanied/accompanied 

 

 

The Construction of Refugees and Self-Representation 

• How would you describe yourself to a friend in three sentences? Which typical personal 
characteristics? 

• Did that change since you left your home country? 
• What are your most favorite things to do (hobbies etc.)?/Still able to do them now? 
• If you needed to describe what an “agent”/”victim” is, how would you go about that? 
• Do you have a say here in the camp (regarding activities, food, asylum-process, your 

needs etc.)? If so, how? If no, why not? And would you like to have a say? 
• If you have a problem, to whom do you turn/what do you do? 
• Are you looking forward to your future? Why? 
• Are you hopeless about the future? Why? 
• Did you give up dreaming about who they want to be and what they want to achieve in 

life? 
• Do you challenge when service providers (or other stakeholders) keep you in thin 

narratives of victimhood? 
 

 

Needs and Expectations as refugee 

• What were your motives to migrate (e.g. freedom, safety, education, income, rights)? 
• Do you think your expectations and hopes could not be fulfilled (e.g. getting a job might 

not be that easy?) Have you already experienced disappointment between your hopes 
and reality? 

• What is currently your biggest need/lack? 
• Are you aware of official refugee rights written down in law by states? 
• Do you claim these rights (e.g. school, clothing, food)? 
• What expectations of treatment in the camp do you have here in Greece? Do the 

authorities/service providers live up to these expectations?  
• Did your expectations change from the time you fled your home country and being in 

the camp now? 
                                                
35 This served as a tool that guided interviews rather than a strict plan to follow. This is because I had to 
adapt to individual needs and the context of each interview. 
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• Do you expect to have rights as a refugee? If so, which ones? How should you be 
treated? How should the host country deal with you? 

• Which expectations regarding future in Europe do you have? 
• Which profession you want to be in? 
• Imagine your life in 2,5,10 years: How should your life look like? Where would you live? 

What would you do? How would you feel? 
• Which political expectations do you have? Who is responsible to provide for you? 
• Which material/economic expectations do you have? Who is responsible to provide for 

you? 
• Which legal and financial expectations? Who is responsible to provide for you? 
• What expectations BEYOND basic needs (food, safety, shelter) do you have? à van 

Heelsum, 2016: “The minimum aspirations are basic: safety, food, shelter, medical care, but in 
the future, they need right to work, a real house, education. In the long-run a form of 
citizenship is necessary.” 

 

 

Information sources  

• Where do you get your information from how Europe will be and what you as a refugee 
can expect here? 

 

 

Receiving Host Society and Future in Europe 

• What is your desired host country? 
• Why do you want to go there instead of staying in Greece? 
• How do you picture the host society to be like? 
• What are you scared of  
• How do you think you get around making a living in Europe and getting accepted into 

the society? Easy process or support needed? 
• Do you already have contacts with members of this host society? 

 

 

Coping 

• How do you deal with the camp situation and unfulfilled rights, your (traumatic) flight 
experiences, loss of family (if applicable and if service providers categorized the refugee 
as “resilient” enough to answer) 

• How do you keep your expectations that you just formulated alive?  
• This aspect overlaps with Questions on “Agency/Victimhood”, dealing with 

“Expectations” and my participant observations. 
•  
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