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GLOSSARY 

Aged-out unaccompanied (migrant) children: unaccompanied (migrant) children (see definition unaccompanied 

migrant child) who reach 18 years of age are often referred to as aged-out UMCs. Reaching the age of majority 

is associated with a loss of the particular safeguards that apply to unaccompanied minors. At the same time, 

support within the framework of child and youth welfare often ends 1. Also see care leaver.  

Alternative care: where the child’s own family is unable, even with appropriate support, to provide adequate 

care for the child, or abandons or relinquishes the child, the State is responsible for protecting the rights of the 

child and ensuring appropriate alternative care, with or through competent local authorities and duly authorized 

civil society organizations. It is the role of the State, through its competent authorities, to ensure the supervision 

of the safety, well-being and development of any child placed in alternative care and the regular review of the 

appropriateness of the care arrangement provided2. Alternative care may take the form of: (i) Informal care: any 

private arrangement provided in a family environment, whereby the child is looked after on an ongoing or 

indefinite basis by relatives or friends (informal kinship care) or by others in their individual capacity, at the 

initiative of the child, his/her/their parents or other person without this arrangement having been ordered by an 

administrative or judicial authority or a duly accredited body; (ii) Formal care: all care provided in a family 

environment which has been ordered by a competent administrative body or judicial authority, and all care 

provided in a residential environment, including in private facilities, whether or not as a result of administrative 

or judicial measures 3. 

Asylum seeker: is an individual who is seeking international protection. In countries with individualized procedures, 

an asylum seeker is someone whose claim has not yet been finally decided on by the country in which he or she 

has submitted it. Not every asylum seeker will ultimately be recognized as a refugee, but every recognized refugee 

is initially an asylum seeker 4. 

Best interest of the child: is a right, a principle and a rule of procedure with a threefold concept: (a) A substantive 

right: The right of the child to have his or her best interests assessed and taken as a primary consideration (…) 

and the guarantee that this right will be implemented whenever a decision is to be made concerning a child (…) 

(b) A fundamental, interpretative legal principle: If a legal provision is open to more than one interpretation, the 

interpretation which most effectively serves the child’s best interests should be chosen. (…) (c) A rule of 

procedure: Whenever a decision is to be made that will affect a (…) child, the decision-making process must 

include an evaluation of the possible impact (positive or negative) of the decision on the child or children 

concerned 5. 

Caregiver: is a person with whom the child lives who provides daily care to the child, without necessarily implying 

legal responsibility. The child’s customary caregiver is the child’s usual caregiver. This person has a parental role 

but may or may not be related to the child and may not be the child’s legal guardian. In an emergency context, 

this would typically mean the child’s caregiver prior to the emergency 6. 

 
1 UNHCR/Council of Europe 2014: 14 
2 UN Guidelines for the Alternative Care for Children 2009, Article 5, link 
3 Ibid., Article 29 
4 IOM Glossary 2019: 14 
5 UN Committee on the Rights of the Child, Article 6, link 
6 IOM Glossary 2019: 25 

https://digitallibrary.un.org/record/673583/?ln=en
https://www2.ohchr.org/English/bodies/crc/docs/GC/CRC_C_GC_14_ENG.pdf
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Care leaver: A care leaver is a young adult who has sent time living in the care system, away from their parents. 

This could be in a children’s home, a residential group home or a foster family. Young people usually leave care 

when they are 18 years old. They face a number of specific challenges in their transition to adulthood that do 

not apply to their peers who grow up in family contexts, as they often cannot count on the support of their 

families 7. When referring to an aged-out UMC who left care, we use the term “unaccompanied (migrant) care 

leaver”. Aged-out UMC and care leaver are used interchangeably in this document. 

Child: is every human being below the age of eighteen years old. 

Child safeguarding: is the responsibility that organizations have to make sure their staff, operations, and programs 

do no harm to children, that is that they do not expose children to the risk of harm and abuse, and that any 

concerns the organization has about children’s safety within the communities in which they work, are reported 

to the appropriate authorities 8.  

Do no harm: is a principle that has been used in the humanitarian sector but can equally be applied to the 

development field. It refers to organizations’ responsibility to minimize the harm they may be doing inadvertently 

as a result of their organizational activities 9. 

Family-based care: is a type of alternative care that involves the child living with a family other than his or her 

biological parents. This is a broad term that can include foster care, kinship care and supported child-headed 

households 10. 

Family reunification: is directly linked to the right of non-nationals to enter into and reside in a country where 

their family members reside lawfully or of which they have the nationality in order to preserve the family unit 11. 

It also refers to the process of bringing together the child and family or previous care-provider for the purpose 

of establishing or re-establishing long-term care12. 

Foster care: refers to situations where children are placed by a competent authority for the purpose of alternative 

care in the domestic environment of a family other than the children’s own family that has been selected, qualified, 

approved and supervised for providing such care13. 

Intercultural mediator: is, in the migration context, a professional who facilitates the communication (including 

interpretation) between people speaking different languages and with different cultural backgrounds. Intercultural 

mediator should not be confused with the term interpreter, as intercultural mediation is a much wider and a 

more enriched means of communicating messages from sender to receiver than interpreting. They provide 

information on different sets of value, orientations to life, beliefs, assumptions and socio-cultural conventions by 

clarifying culture-specific expressions and concepts that might give rise to misunderstanding 14. 

 
7 Fritsche, M. 2019: 3 
8 Keeping Children Safe: 3, link 
9 Fritsche, M. 2019: 3 
10 Save the Children, Alternative care in emergency toolkit, 2013: 11, link 
11 IOM Glossary 2019: 72 
12 Save the Children, Alternative care in emergency toolkit, 2013: 14, link 
13 UN Guidelines for the Alternative Care for Children 2009, Article 29, link 
14 EMN Glossary, 2020, link 

https://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/default/files/standards_child_protection_kcsc_en_1.pdf
https://resourcecentre.savethechildren.net/library/alternative-care-emergencies-ace-toolkit
https://resourcecentre.savethechildren.net/library/alternative-care-emergencies-ace-toolkit
https://digitallibrary.un.org/record/673583/?ln=en
https://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/index_en
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Kinship care: is family-based care within the child’s extended family or with close friends of the family known to 

the child, whether formal or informal in nature15. In some national or local contexts, kinship care will also be 

considered foster care. 

Legal guardian: is someone who has the legal authority and duty to care for another’s person or property, usually 

because of the other’s incapacity, disability or status as a minor. A guardian may be appointed either for all 

purposes or for a specific purpose. In the migration context, guardians play a critical role in the protection of 

unaccompanied or separated migrant children 16. While guardianship systems differ at the European level, 

guardianships can be basically divided into official/professional as well as voluntary guardianships. Professional or 

official guardians are employees of the local guardianship institutions or similar legal entities. Voluntary 

guardianship in turn, is taken over by individuals who are either designated by an appointing authority, or more 

often, are offering their services on behalf of the entity assigned with guardianship duties 17. 

Migrant: is an umbrella term, not defined under international law, reflecting the common lay understanding of a 

person who moves away from his or her place of usual residence, whether within a country or across an 

international border, temporarily or permanently, and for a variety of reasons. The term includes a number of 

well-defined legal categories of people, such as migrant workers; persons whose particular types of movements 

are legally defined, such as smuggled migrants; as well as those whose status or means of movement are not 

specifically defined under international law, such as international students 18. 

Separated children: are children, who have been separated from both parents, or from their previous legal or 

customary primary caregiver, but not necessarily from other relatives. These may, therefore, include children 

accompanied by other adult family members 19. 

Refugee: A person who qualifies for the protection of the United Nations provided by the High Commissioner 

for Refugees (UNHCR), in accordance with UNHCR’s Statute and, notably, subsequent General Assembly’s 

resolutions clarifying the scope of UNHCR’s competency, regardless of whether or not he or she is in a country 

that is a party to the 1951 Convention or the 1967 Protocol – or a relevant regional refugee instrument – or 

whether or not he or she has been recognized by his or her host country as a refugee under either of these 

instruments20. 

Unaccompanied (migrant) care leaver: see care leaver.  

Unaccompanied (migrant) children: also called unaccompanied minors, are children, who have been separated 

from both parents and other relatives and are not being cared for by an adult who, by law or custom, is 

responsible for doing so21. The EU defines unaccompanied minor as a minor who arrives on the territory of an 

EU Member unaccompanied by the adult responsible for them by law or by the practice of the EU Member 

State concerned, and for as long as they are not effectively taken into the care of such a person; or who is left 

unaccompanied after they have entered the territory of the EU Member State 22. 

 
15 Ibid. 
16 IOM Glossary 2019: 124 
17 FRA 2015: 9 
18 Ibid.: 132 
19 UN Committee on the Rights of the Child (CRC), General comment No. 6 (2005): Treatment of Unaccompanied and 
Separated Children Outside their Country of Origin, Article 8 
20 IOM Glossary 2019: 170 
21 UN Committee on the Rights of the Child, Article 7, link 
22 EMN Asylum and Migration Glossary 2018: 387 

https://www2.ohchr.org/english/bodies/crc/docs/GC6.pdf
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The Unaccompanied Children in Alternative Residence “U-CARE” project is implemented for a duration of 20 

months, from January 2021 until August 2022, and is funded by the European Union’s Asylum, Migration and 

Integration Fund. The activities are implemented by the International Organization for Migration offices in Belgium 

(coordinator), Greece and Germany in cooperation with Belgian local partner Pleegzorg Vlaams-Brabant en 

Brussel and Greek partner ARSIS.  

 

The project aims to develop and improve alternative care systems for unaccompanied migrant children (UMC) 

in Belgium, Germany and Greece. Through an inclusive child-centered approach and the exchange of good 

practices, knowledge and experiences, existing systems and tools will be strengthened which will allow for better 

support and a more tailored response to the needs of younger and older UMC.   

 

The project focuses on four main activities: 

• Recruitment of foster care providers to respond to the needs of younger UMC; a special focus will 

be on the recruitment of foster care providers with a migration background. To this end, a 

recruitment campaign and a Standard Operating Procedure document on recruiting foster care 

providers in migrant communities will be created. 

• Development of alternative living arrangement prototypes to support older UMC in their transition 

to adulthood, through the creation of user guides which will allow to apply the prototypes to 

existing systems.    

• Training and capacity building of foster care providers and professionals on caring for UMC, by 

using, adapting and expanding the training manual developed under the Fostering Across Borders 

project (2018 – 2019). 

• Awareness raising and (trans)national exchange on the topic of alternative care for UMC, through 

national stakeholder dialogues, thematic workshops and awareness raising sessions.  

The goal of the project is to inspire both experienced and less experienced European countries to develop, 

strengthen and promote alternative care systems, such as family-based care (FBC), as a more appropriate 

response to the needs of UMC.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

ABOUT THE PROJECT 

https://eea.iom.int/fostering-across-borders
https://eea.iom.int/fostering-across-borders
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USING THIS GUIDE 

This guiding document is designed as a sample tool to serve practitioners, working on a local, regional, or national level, 

involved in alternative care for UMC, with a particular focus on those transitioning into adulthood and independence. 

This guide therefore serves both experienced and less-experienced professionals working in child and youth welfare. 

This document is also for policymakers (on local, regional, national and European level), government actors and 

management who wish to develop and integrate new approaches into their own work. 

The document presents three care prototypes which are based on the inputs, experiences and suggestions of 

unaccompanied minors and unaccompanied care leavers and were developed in exchange with various stakeholders, 

practitioners and experts. The individual care prototypes are based in different subject areas and approaches that play 

a key role in the transition process to an independent and autonomous life. Thus, the prototypes do not represent 

completely new (care) systems, but rather are to be seen as extensions and improvements to existing tools, structures 

and networks.  

The focus of the prototypes is to provide practical guidance on how the extension and improvements can be 

developed in practice and then integrated into existing care systems. In addition to background information, 

recommendations and best practices, the document also includes a roadmap for each prototype. Thereby, special 

attention is paid to the legal framework and the changes that have arisen for the target group in the context of the 

latest reform of the German Social Code. While many of the references and recommendations refer to the German 

context, care is taken to ensure that the basic approach of the prototypes is also transferable to the childcare systems 

of the other European member states. 

The guiding document is divided into the following sections:  

Section 1 provides an overview of the state of play of alternative care systems for unaccompanied minors 

implemented across Europe, focusing on those supporting their transition to adulthood. In this regard, 

particular attention has been paid to several obstacles and challenges unaccompanied minors may encounter 

throughout this process. This section is supplemented by recommendations for both practitioners and 

authorities; best practices for a successful transition are equally listed.  

In Section 2 the individual prototypes are presented, including a roadmap on how to use and apply the 

practices and recommendations. The three prototypes aim to address some of the most urgent needs 

identified through research and consultations conducted, and therefore to provide recommendations to 

improve unaccompanied minors’ transition to adulthood. Given the complexity of the actors involved and 

the different systems between countries across Europe, the roadmap intends to give some general steps that 

could be duplicable in other contexts. 

Section 3 closes with an overall conclusion and summarizes the key findings of the development process. This 

is followed by a schematic overview of the prototypes.  
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INTRODUCTION 

Migrant children under the age of 20 years old accounted for 14% of the world’s total migrant population in 

201923.The absolute numbers of children in migration have risen steadily since 2000; a similar trend can be noted in 

recent years for those children traveling unaccompanied by parents and/or guardians. EASO reported that in 2020 

more than 14.000 asylum seekers applying for international protection in the EU+ were unaccompanied minors 24. 

These children are often exposed to risks of child trafficking, exploitation, disappearance and various forms of neglect, 

abuse and violence, throughout the whole migration journey. These risks are often exacerbated when the children 

find themselves in inadequate conditions in overcrowded facilities with adult strangers and without adjusted services 

(such as health, education, psychosocial support, ill-trained staff members). Moreover, the prevalence of child 

disappearances is higher in reception facilities than in appropriate alternative care systems. 

Across the European Union, the care of unaccompanied minors is integrated within the general childcare systems of 

the Member States, which means that an unaccompanied minor is entitled to the same care as any other child looked 

after by the state 25. Despite many similarities, the concrete design and implementation of alternative care systems 

differ among the Member States. For example, some Member States apply different systems with regard to the 

accommodation of asylum- and non-asylum-seeking children. Nevertheless, alternative care systems can be 

fundamentally divided into family-based and institutional forms of care or residential care26.   

While family-based forms of care, such as the placement in a foster or host family, are considered the more 

appropriate form of care, especially for younger children, the vast majority of UMC entering the EU are placed in a 

regular youth welfare institution or in facilities designed specifically to the needs of unaccompanied minors 27 28. The 

placement in a youth welfare institution encompasses many different forms of accommodation: with different 

pedagogical concepts, with a low or high intensity of assistance as well as special arrangements for individual target 

groups, such as young women or children having gone through traumatic experiences. These different forms of 

accommodation and care range from residential group homes with 24-hour support to semi-independent living 

arrangements where the amount of assistance is based on the individual needs of the young person. Semi-independent 

living arrangements and so-called independent living groups (Verselbstständigungsgruppen) are often more in line with 

the needs of older UMC, who often have truly little time to prepare for an independent living situation.  

Institutional forms of care, i.e. youth welfare institutions, therefore, not only play a key role in the reception and care 

of young people, but also in preparing them for an autonomous life. However, the transition from the institutional 

care setting to self-directed life is often particularly difficult. Whereas the reception services and subsequent care 

measures have been noticeably improved in recent years all over the EU, it is becoming increasingly clear that the 

often precarious situation of so-called care leavers, i.e. young people who have left the youth welfare system, requires 

new approaches to action. The abrupt end of care, support, and accommodation, which is linked to reaching the age 

of majority, often undoes the positive developments reached by the young person in the past years. While some 

Member States, principally, allow youth welfare to continue beyond the 18th birthday and have after-care services for 

aged-out UMC, there is a tremendous lack of sustainable support structures that successfully accompany the transition 

process. The lack of adequate care structures, the often precarious living conditions of care leavers, as well as the 

 
23 IOM’s World Migration Report 2020, chapter 8, link  
24  EASO 2021, link  
25 European Migration Network 2018: 24, link 
26 Ibid., 23, link 
27 Zeller, M., Sandermann, P. 2017: 14, link 
28 Tangermann, J., Hoffmeyer-Zlotnik, P. 2018: 5, link 

https://publications.iom.int/system/files/pdf/wmr_2020.pdf
https://www.easo.europa.eu/sites/default/files/europe-country-data-2020.pdf
https://emnbelgium.be/sites/default/files/publications/emn_study_policies_practices_and_data_on_unaccompanied_minors_in_the_eu_member_states_and_norway_synthesis_report_final_eu_2015.pdf
https://emnbelgium.be/sites/default/files/publications/emn_study_policies_practices_and_data_on_unaccompanied_minors_in_the_eu_member_states_and_norway_synthesis_report_final_eu_2015.pdf
http://fox.leuphana.de/portal/files/14266822/520_1839_2_PB.pdf
https://www.bamf.de/SharedDocs/Anlagen/EN/EMN/Studien/wp80-unbegleitete-minderjaehrige.pdf?__blob=publicationFile&v=16
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growing number of aged-out UMC who have turned 18, are a growing cause of concern for the EU, UN (United 

Nations) agencies, experts, and practitioners 29 30.  

This document aims to contribute to the strengthening and improvement of care systems that accompany the 

challenging transition process and presents three different care prototypes, each with a different focus, embedded in 

the 2021 EU Strategy on the Rights of the Child and EU Child Guarantee, while upholding the rights and principles of 

the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child (UN CRC) and the highest standards of child protection. The focus 

and starting points of the prototypes were determined in advance through consultations with various stakeholders, 

experts, practitioners and, first and foremost, the young people themselves. 

 
29 Pasic, L. 2017: 15 
30 ISMU Foundation 2019: 12, link 

https://www.unicef.org/eca/media/8591/file/report-unaccompanied-italy.pdf
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SECTION 1 – CONTEXTUAL INFORMATION  

This section addresses the key challenges associated with the transition to adulthood for unaccompanied minors in 

Europe. This is followed by a presentation of key recommendations and starting points for addressing these challenges. 

The presented challenges and recommendations represent the current state of the literature and research and are 

supplemented by the individual findings and advice from unaccompanied migrant children (UMC) and experts. A 

detailed discussion of the prototypes as well as a presentation of the results of the consultations of experts and UMC 

is provided in the following chapter. 

 

1.1 ALTERNATIVE CARE AND UNACCOMPANIED MIGRANT CHILDREN – GENERAL CONTEXT 

Alternative care is “where the child’s own family is unable, even with appropriate support, to provide 

adequate care for the child, or abandons or relinquishes the child, the State is responsible for protecting the 

rights of the child and ensuring appropriate alternative care, with or through competent local authorities and 

duly authorized civil society organizations. It is the role of the State, through its competent authorities, to 

ensure the supervision of the safety, well-being and development of any child placed in alternative care and 

the regular review of the appropriateness of the care arrangement provided”31.   

 

Alternative care options can be divided into two main categories: family care and residential care. Family care 

may be kinship care (family-based care within the child’s extended family or with close friends of the family 

known to the child), foster care (when children are placed by a competent authority for the purpose of 

alternative care in the domestic environment of a family other than the children’s own family that has been 

selected, qualified, approved and supervised for providing such care) 32, and other forms of family-based care, 

such as guardianship care. As far as residential care is concerned, it is provided in any non-family based group 

setting, i.e. places of safety for emergency care, transit centers in emergency situations, and all other short 

and long-term residential care33, including group homes, and supervised independent living arrangements for 

children. The reintegration of children deprived of parental care is a priority, if this is in the best interest of 

the child. 

 
Across the EU, countries generally give priority to the care of unaccompanied minors, starting already prior 

to status determination 34. Even though unaccompanied minors are entitled to the same care as other children, 

provision of accommodation may differ from one country to the other. While in some countries, asylum and 

non-asylum-seeking minors are hosted in separate accommodation facilities, in other countries those UMC 

who have been granted a status may be accommodated in the general childcare facilities. 35  

 

EU countries generally apply similar accommodation arrangements to all unaccompanied minors – regardless 

of status – and follow two different approaches 36: a general approach, where the unaccompanied minors are 

usually accommodated in children’s centers from their arrival until adulthood, and a staged approach, when 

unaccompanied children are first accommodated in initial ‘bridge’ facilities and then transferred to general 

care facilities where they stay until they turn 18 years. 

 

 
31 UN General Assembly 2010: 3, link  
32 UN General Assembly 2010: 6, link 
33 UNICEF, link  
34 European Migration Network, Policies, practices and data on unaccompanied minors, link 
35 Ibid., link 
36 Ibid., link 

https://undocs.org/pdf?symbol=en/A/RES/64/142
https://undocs.org/pdf?symbol=en/A/RES/64/142
https://www.unicef.org/eca/definitions
https://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/sites/default/files/00_emn_inform_uam_update_final_en.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/sites/default/files/00_emn_inform_uam_update_final_en.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/sites/default/files/00_emn_inform_uam_update_final_en.pdf
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1.2 TRANSITION TO ADULTHOOD – STATE OF PLAY 

 

In the last three years, in the EU+ there were 46.330 asylum applications by unaccompanied minors 

registered, with approximately 14.000 applications lodged in 202037. Of the total number of first-time 

applicants reported in 2020, those in the age range 18-34 years accounted for around 48%, while almost 

31% applicants were minors 38. While all refugees and asylum seekers face barriers to integration and have 

limited access to services, children and young adults are particularly affected by these issues 39, with the 

unaccompanied minors being recognized at the European level as a particularly vulnerable group40. Their 

transition to adulthood is a process that requires a holistic network of services, and procedures across Europe 

differ; in some countries they are safeguarded until 18 years old, while in others provision of services and 

support can be extended until 21 years old. 

 

The types of accommodation for transitioning to adulthood also vary; from semi-independent houses to host 

families, or other specialized facilities (run either by the government or by local NGOs). Some good practices 

related to housing identified in Europe are as follows41:  

 residence complex “foyer de jeunes travailleurs” in France that hosts young people with temporary 

jobs between the ages of 16 and 25 (sometimes up to 30 years old), and where the resident signs 

a contract with the housing manager; 

 supported semi-independent living (SIL) in Greece; the structures are either aimed at preparing 

unaccompanied minors’ gradual transition to adulthood, aged between 16 and 18 years old; or for 

those dedicated to the 18-25 years old, the SIL might take the form of apartments or semi-

independent shelters; 

 the ‘flats for autonomy’ in Italy, for young people under the care of social services aged between 16 

and 21 (divided into 16-18 and 18-21 years old), where individual educational projects are also 

implemented; in some cases, the structures accommodate both foreigners and Italians; 

 housing can also include family foster care; despite the fact that legislation differs from one country 

to another (in some countries being limited to minors), foster care benefits go beyond the age of 

18.  

 

Apart from housing, transition to adulthood might also take the form of support to access a wide range of 

services aimed at fostering social inclusion. Few examples identified across Europe are as follows42: 

 provision of training to staff working with unaccompanied minors in order to improve the services 

for those transitioning adulthood, in Italy (i.e. increase awareness among students/future social 

workers through networking with different professionals working on child protection matters, and 

creating multidisciplinary teamwork); 

 creation of international networks that allows the exchange of information about different practices, 

such as French-Senegalese association Futur au Present; 

 cooperation with associations dealing with issues allowing citizen participation, which would allow 

aged-out UMC to raise their voice and become active citizens; 

 buddy system in Greece, run by PRAKSIS NGO; based on strict criteria and continuous oversight, 

unaccompanied minors were put in contact with adult volunteers from the Greek community, who 

 
37 EASO 2020 Asylum Trends, link 
38 Eurostat, Asylum statistics, link 
39 Pasic, L. 2017: 2 link 
40 EU Directive on common procedures for granting and withdrawing international protection: 19 link 
41 Oxfam, Greek Council for Refugees 2021: 39, 41, 45, 46  link 
42 Ibid., link 

https://www.easo.europa.eu/sites/default/files/europe-country-data-2020.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php?title=Asylum_statistics#Age_and_gender_of_first-time_applicants
https://pjp-eu.coe.int/documents/42128013/47262325/Refugees+transition+to+adulthood.pdf/9a064fa1-ee97-be3f-84fd-5a27d85e15a6
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:32013L0032&from=en
https://oi-files-d8-prod.s3.eu-west-2.amazonaws.com/s3fs-public/2021-06/Teach%20us%20for%20what%20is%20coming%20report_2.pdf
https://oi-files-d8-prod.s3.eu-west-2.amazonaws.com/s3fs-public/2021-06/Teach%20us%20for%20what%20is%20coming%20report_2.pdf
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would act as a mentor or reference point for children; another example was the Prosvasis project, 

which aimed at empowering young refugees and migrants aged 16-24 to help their transition to 

adulthood ensuring a holistic network of services including psychosocial and legal support, job 

counselling, access to education, and educational and non-formal training opportunities. Another 

example of supporting social inclusion is the initiative in the Netherlands to bring together young 

refugees and local stakeholders, where youngsters had the chance to share their concerns and 

express their wishes for a better transition to adulthood; 

 labour market integration initiatives, in the form of internships or short-term contracts; apart from 

a monthly allowance, the youngsters have a great opportunity to acquire skills qualifications in 

different sectors; 

 preparatory language classes; 

 financial assistance, as is the case of municipalities of Nijmegen and Wageningen in the Netherlands, 

which offer extra financial assistance to unaccompanied minors transitioning to adulthood; the latter 

also offers extra support as a rental allowance for beneficiaries turning 21 years old; 

 counselling and guidance, on national legislation, rights and duties. 

 

With almost 47.000 asylum applications lodged by minors in the past three years in Europe, the protection 

measures and access to basic services and assistance needed for this range age must go beyond their age of 

majority. Transition to adulthood is a challenging process, a period during which young adults move from the 

status of being a child towards a period of unknown. 

 

 

1.3 TRANSITION TO ADULTHOOD - OBSTACLES AND CHALLENGES 

 
For unaccompanied migrant children, the transition to adulthood is a phase fraught with many challenges and 

obstacles. In Germany, upon reaching age of majority, newly young adults have a risk of losing essential 

support structures previously provided via Germany’s Youth Welfare System i.e. legal guardian, secure 

housing, language classes. The implications of this artificial age-based distinction between ‘children’ (UMC) 

and ‘adults’ (UMC who turned 18), that does not sufficiently recognize the transitional process of becoming 

adults and the specific vulnerabilities linked to the process, can negatively impact the progress previously 

achieved by the UMC within the care system. This issue has been recognized as a challenge EU-wide, with 

studies and experience demonstrating that there is a tangible gap in assistance and protection provided to 

UMC transitioning from systems of care to an independent life 43, 44. Generally, different practices 

implemented across Europe aiming at addressing this raising issue have partially proved successful. 

 

For every person, the transition to adulthood is difficult, however for UMC, there are a multitude of factors 

that create an exceptionally perplexing and strenuous time. While most refugees and asylum seekers face 

barriers to integration and have limited access to services, children and young adults are particularly affected 

by these issues 45. 46 This is due to the fact that they have undergone a concept known as ‘triple transitions’, 

which is essentially a trifecta of considerable life transitions – social, physical, and emotional – that make this 

critical period of adolescence even more challenging. 47 These implicate massive shifts in socio-emotional and 

cognitive behavior, detachment from one’s culture, family, and friends and needing to restart in a foreign 

 
43 Oxfam, Greek Council for Refugees 2021: 6, link  
44 ISMU Foundation 2019: 8, link 
45 Pasic, L. 2017: 2 link 
46 European Union: Council 2013 :180/78, link 
47 ISMU Foundation 2019: 19, link 

https://oi-files-d8-prod.s3.eu-west-2.amazonaws.com/s3fs-public/2021-06/Teach%20us%20for%20what%20is%20coming%20report_2.pdf
https://www.unicef.org/eca/media/8591/file/report-unaccompanied-italy.pdf
https://pjp-eu.coe.int/documents/42128013/47262325/Refugees+transition+to+adulthood.pdf/9a064fa1-ee97-be3f-84fd-5a27d85e15a6
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:32013L0032&from=en
https://www.unicef.org/eca/media/8591/file/report-unaccompanied-italy.pdf
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environment, and the need to overcome severe traumas psychologically for mental well-being. It is essentially 

found that these young people “have needs which are based on their age and stage of development in the 

process of cultural, intellectual, physical, psychological and social development, all of which may be affected 

during the transition by their experiences of displacement and their refugee or asylum seeker status” 48. 

 

Furthermore, another key challenge arises from the short amount of time available to prepare for 

independent living. In Germany, for example, just under 70% of young UMC taken into care in 2016 and 

2017 were between 16 and 18 years old. The picture is also very similar at the European level 49. Considering 

that for many young people the support provided by child and youth welfare ends when they reach 

adulthood, there is very little time left to adequately prepare newcomers for a self-managed life in a foreign 

country and to ensure safe transitions into the housing and labor market. 

 

Overall, taking these factors into account, in comparison to other care leavers from social service systems, 

UMC are nearly “4 times as vulnerable in terms of educational, occupational, economic outcomes, with 

limited support networks and more obstacles to accessing aftercare support” 50.  

 

For this report most importantly, it is critical to consider the areas in which UMC lose fundamental support 

necessary to their well-being and ability to lead a stable and successful independent life in their home country 

after leaving care structures. These areas include access to education, vocational trainings, employment, 

housing solutions, and the job market to avoid the risk of falling victim to illicit activities or human trafficking, 

but also access to health care and psychological support, and the ability to maintain formal and informal 

relationships.   

 

In addition to primary issues relating to finding housing, receiving employment, and establishing a social 

network that is supportive post leaving care, young adults experiencing transition into adulthood report 

disorientation with the language and heavy bureaucracy involved – which often leaves them unaware of their 

rights, and therefore, breeds a sense of helplessness. Complicated and convoluted bureaucratic and legal 

systems, in a language foreign to their mother-tongue, greatly hinder, and often prevent UMC from navigating 

a way to find a home, apprenticeship, or job. This lack of support often leads young adults to resort to 

survival by means of unpaid, undocumented, or illicit work. The target group becomes increasingly vulnerable 

after reaching age of majority and losing structures of care can create a situation in which it is very easy for 

them to become victims of dangerous smuggling or trafficking activities.    

 

This instability and uncertainty position UMC to face challenges such as: 

• Accelerated transition to adult life,  

• Lack of social and legal support, 

• Housing instability, 

• Poverty, 

• Social exclusion,  

• Discrimination,  

• Substance abuse,  

• Early parenthood,  

• Unemployment, 

 
48 Pasic, L.  2017 : 7 link 
49 Zeller, M., Sandermann, P. 2017: 6  
50 Gullo, F., García-Alba, L., Bravo, A., & Del Valle, J. F. 2021: 1 link 

https://pjp-eu.coe.int/documents/42128013/47262325/Refugees+transition+to+adulthood.pdf/9a064fa1-ee97-be3f-84fd-5a27d85e15a6
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC8297368/
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• Exploitation, 

• Human Trafficking,  

• Mental Health Issues.  

 

As observed, there are a host of challenges and obstacles that result in cross-cutting inequalities, deeply 

debilitating one’s ability to transition into the phase of adulthood with a solid foundation that would foster a 

prosperous, independent life. However, for purposes of this report, we will focus on the following three 

main challenges which were highlighted and emphasized throughout out research and input from UMC and 

stakeholder consultations:  

 

(1) It has been found that one of the greatest obstacles for UMC is the length and complexity of 

administrative processes for necessary documents such as residence permits, which can greatly 

obstruct the chances of getting internships, enrolling in courses, securing accommodation, accessing 

different services, or achieving employment 51. This coincides with the loss of their support network, 

namely their social worker, lawyer, or legal guardian, leaving them in the dark to navigate the legal 

and bureaucratic processes that are crucially vital to them building a life in their host country52. 

Given the fact that most UMC arrive between the ages 16-18, there is extreme time pressure to 

clarify and navigate through these necessary administrative procedures before they reach age of 

majority. 

 

(2) It has been noted that one of the greatest challenges in determining care for UMC is what type of 

accommodation structure they should be housed in once they turn 18 and ensuring access to 

housing. Assessing each own’s level of independence and preparedness to either live completely on 

their own, or in an adult structure, or to remain in a minor’s accommodation causes uncertainty 

both for the care workers, and the care leavers 53.  

o An expert noted that the issue of finding autonomous housing arrangements upon coming 

of age gravely puts young adult migrants at risk of marginalization, with a high chance of 

spending months or years living on the street, simply because they turn 18. Furthermore, 

the instability and precarity of housing is a critical factor in making young migrants “more 

prone to become victims of violence, labor exploitation, theft, fraud, or hate crime”54.  

o In this context, it was further noted that in many systems EU wide, young adult migrants 

are forced to face once again abrupt change in their ability to access emotional and social 

support. Many young migrants had integrated into a school or community, and then face 

having to be uprooted and restart in a new place because after turning 18 they are either 

delegated to a new housing facility or are left to fend for themselves without the necessary 

contacts or network. It is therefore very challenging to develop the bonds of trust 

necessary for establishing secure and reliable contacts and relationships that enable self-

development and confidence 55.  

 

(3) UMC are disconnected from their families, networks, and social capital, thereby limiting their self-

development and self-empowerment. 

 
51 Oxfam, Greek Council for Refugees 2021: 34 link 
52 ISMU Foundation 2019: 9-11 link  
53 Oxfam, Greek Council for Refugees 2021: 35-36 link 
54 FRA 2019: 16 link 
55 At a Cliff Edge: Children in migration transitioning into adulthood in Europe, Oxfam Webinar on September 7 2021 

https://oi-files-d8-prod.s3.eu-west-2.amazonaws.com/s3fs-public/2021-06/Teach%20us%20for%20what%20is%20coming%20report_2.pdf
https://www.unicef.org/eca/reports/unaccompanied-and-separated-children-their-transition-adulthood-italy
https://oi-files-d8-prod.s3.eu-west-2.amazonaws.com/s3fs-public/2021-06/Teach%20us%20for%20what%20is%20coming%20report_2.pdf
https://fra.europa.eu/sites/default/files/fra_uploads/fra-2019-integration-young-refugees_en.pdf
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o Due to this loss of their support system and their consequent increased vulnerability, there 

is often little to no space for their voice to be heard. Therefore, their ability to build and 

retain networks is often restricted along with their capacity to make informed decisions 

and participate in the procedures that ultimately direct their life.  

o It is a right outlined in the United 

Nations’ Convention on the Rights of the 

Child (UN CRC) of 1989 for a child to 

be heard “in all matters affecting them” 

and “States and other actors have a 

responsibility to listen to groups of 

children and their experiences” 56. 

Although it is stipulated in law that 

children be not only listened to, but 

actively consulted to ensure that their 

needs are being met and rights upheld, 

“participation is rather the exception 

than the rule in European systems for 

unaccompanied children” 57.  

o The following factors can play a role in 

making it more difficult to collect 

feedback from the target group: (1) 

language barriers (2) cultural barriers and 

(3) frequent movements. These factors 

also play a role in hindering the 

development of trust necessary for establishing secure and reliable relationships which 

enable self-development and confidence58.  

o Previous trauma or the precarity of the uncertainty and limbo status often has a negative 

impact on the psychosocial well-being of the UMC, which can greatly hinder behavior to 

actively participate or contribute to discussions, give feedback, engage, etc. 59 

A “vicious circle” mechanism is at play regarding legal status, housing, and employment/integration during their 

transition to adulthood. For most UMC turning 18, if they are not granted asylum, their right to stay in the 

country and receive a residence permit becomes linked to employment or training. In turn, employment or 

vocational trainings require they have a residence permit. This negative feedback loop puts young adult 

migrants at risk of being sent home to their original country or detained – forcing them to lose contact with 

the relationships, networks, and sense of stability they have been able to create or establish in the youth 

welfare system 60.  

 
56 De Ruijter de Wildt 2014: 7 link  
57 De Ruijter de Wildt 2014: 8 link 
58 Ibid. 
59 De Ruijter de Wildt 2014: 9 link 
60 At a Cliff Edge: Children in migration transitioning into adulthood in Europe, Oxfam Webinar on September 7 2021 

Article 12 of the UN CRC on child 

participation: 
 
“1. States Parties shall assure to the child who is 

capable of forming his or her own views the right to 

express those views freely in all matters affecting the 

child, the views of the child being given due weight 

in accordance with the age and maturity of the child.

  

2. For this purpose, the child shall in particular be 

provided the opportunity to be heard in any judicial 

and administrative proceedings affecting the child, 

either directly, or through a representative or an 

appropriate body, in a manner consistent with the 

procedural rules of national law.”  

 

Article 12 is further elaborated in “General 

comment No. 12 (2009): The right of the child 

to be heard”, adopted by the UN Committee on 

the Rights of the Child (link). 

http://www.connectproject.eu/PDF/CONNECT-NLD_Tool1.pdf
http://www.connectproject.eu/PDF/CONNECT-NLD_Tool1.pdf
http://www.connectproject.eu/PDF/CONNECT-NLD_Tool1.pdf
https://tbinternet.ohchr.org/_layouts/15/treatybodyexternal/Download.aspx?symbolno=CRC%2FC%2FGC%2F12&Lang=en
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Germany: SGB VIII Reform and Legal Changes 

The German Youth Welfare System and all EU Member states clearly face a critical challenge that will 

only intensify with time and exacerbate any pre-existent issues related to migration, especially since 2015. 

In attempt to make some headway in tackling this concern, Germany’s Child and Youth Services, 

regulated by the SGB VIII, passed a significant reform known as the Child and Youth Strengthening Act. 

This reform aims to address the aforementioned challenges by providing new legal protections for older 

UMC transitioning from care to an independent life. In its entirety, the reform is meant to support 

children and young people growing up in foster families or special education institutions, as well as 

provide more preventative services at the local level, along with greater participation from young people, 

their parents, and families. 

 

For UMC in particular, SGB VIII strengthens existing structures meant to assist with the transition to 

adulthood with certain new regulations. For example, the reform outlines that there must be (1) a higher 

commitment to assistance of young adults in their transition phase, (2) a coming back option (meaning 

aged-out UMC can return to their previous care accommodations), (3) binding transition planning with 

other social service providers and (4) more binding follow-up care for care leavers. These regulations 

have the goal and intention to (1) create a more binding legal entitlement, (2) ensure that young adults 

can make use of youth welfare benefits even after technical end of assistance, (3) ensure continuity and 

needs-based provision of assistance and (4) ensure explicit regulations mandating the need for follow-

up care either via counseling or independent youth welfare organizations. 

 

Overall, the reform is meant to better protect children and young people, support children and young 

people growing up in foster families or in special educational institutions, provide a one-stop shop for 

support for children and young people with and without disabilities, provide more preventative services 

at the local level, and have greater participation from young people, their parents, and families. Thus, the 

amendment to the law offers an important starting point for the further development of (alternative) 

care systems for unaccompanied minors and will be discussed together with the other findings in the 

following. 

 
EU: 2021 EU Strategy on the Rights of the Child and EU Child Guarantee 

With the adoption of the EU Strategy on the Rights of the Child and EU Child Guarantee in 2021, the 

EU took an important step in reiterating their commitment to promoting and protecting children’s rights, 

while taking into account new realities and challenges. Six thematic pillars define the EU’s priorities for 

the coming years which will help to mainstream children’s rights in EU policies. With the Strategy and 

the Child Guarantee, Member States are also offered guidance in supporting children under the age of 

18 who are ate risk of poverty and social exclusion, which includes many of the UMC in care systems 

across the EU. The three prototypes developed in this document are imbedded in the supportive 

framework created with the adoption of these two documents. The European Commission calls upon 

member states to join the Commission in its efforts to establish and strengthen resources, processes 

and mechanisms for children to become active participants in democratic societies, as well as to 

guarantee effective access for children in need to adequate housing.  
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1.4 RECOMMENDATIONS  

Based on existent literature and consultations with critical stakeholders and actors, including (aged-out) UMC 

in the field, it can be determined that UMC are a particularly vulnerable group, especially during the transition 

from care to an independent life, where they are all the sudden faced with the legal, psychological, cognitive, 

emotional, financial, and social consequences of reaching the age of majority. Considering this target group’s 

background and situation, it is essential that assistance and support be provided in a continuous, stable, and 

comprehensive manner in line with core principles of the UN CRC and child protection (also see Annex I). 

Therefore, based on our research, consultations, and findings, which provided us with invaluable input, three 

main care prototypes were devised as opportunities to help UMC overcome the many challenges and 

obstacles faced during transition to adulthood: 

• Prototype One: Self-Advocacy – aiming to support the facilitation of an interest and self-advocacy 

network that provides care leavers and young adults a platform and support.  
• Prototype Two: Housing – offering young unaccompanied adults housing and support options in a 

largely familiar environment. 
• Prototype Three: Mentorship - introducing the concept of accompaniment and support to 

unaccompanied migrant care leavers within the framework of a voluntary mentorship that follows the 

end of the guardianship 
 

To ensure a comprehensive framework for the adoption of these prototypes, as described in detail in section 

2, and to effectively address the obstacles and challenges as mentioned above, recommendations are listed 

both for practitioners and policymakers/government authorities.  

 

Prototype One Recommendations: UMC’s voices must be heard, and they must actively participate and be 

part of decision-making processes for their care, and after-care planning to directly empower themselves and 

provide pathways for network building and retention.   

 

For Practitioners For Policymakers / Government Authorities 

 
• Empower older UMC through participation 

activities to establish and stabilize 
the prospects of these young adults after 
leaving care.  

 
• Encourage the skill of network-building as a 

building block to the foundation of one’s 
social capital - which can be a great 
asset regarding finding a job, home, as well as 
finding psychological and emotional support 
either through trained professionals or 
friends.   

 
• Consider cultural differences that may arise 

due to children coming from community-

 
• Ensure that the rights and representation of 

UMC are upheld in all decisions and actions 
affecting them. This is necessary for them to 
build the skills of self-determination and 
ensure that they learn how to voice their 
needs and have them met. 
 

• Facilitate, support, and initiate local initiatives 
that encourage active participation, as they 
greatly increase social inclusion and assist 
with UMC’s integration into their 
communities and host countries 64. 
 

 
64 European Youth Centre of the Council of Europe 2016: 3, 12 link  

https://rm.coe.int/16807031ae
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oriented instead of “individualist-focused” 
cultures. This means that many UMC are not 
raised with the awareness to focus on 
individual development, but rather fill family 
and community expectations 61 Therefore, 
encourage the expression of needs and 
aspirations; the presence of a cultural 
mediator is necessary. 

 
• Adapt, tailor, and design participation activities 

to the needs of UMC due to the vulnerability 
of this group and the challenges they face62 
i.e. training care professionals on cultural 
sensitivity and administering evaluation sheets 
that specifically reflect the UMC experience. 

 
• Facilitate local initiatives that encourage active 

participation greatly increase social inclusion 
and assist with UMC’s integration into their 
communities and host countries 63. 

 

• Ensure their voices are heard and the input 
provided through participation is considered 
when designing policies that concern them. 
 

• Establish a transition period from 18-25 
years of age in order to advocate for rights 
and better practices concerning aged-out 
UMC in relation to their capacities 65. 
 

• Establish a transition period from 18-25 
years of age to ensure continuity of their 
integration process and maximization of the 
progress achieved until then. 

 
• Foster dialogue and exchange of best 

practices across Europe to develop common 
legislation that would respond to the urgent 
needs of UMC, ultimately leading to a 
uniformization of praxis. 

 

 

Prototype 2 Recommendations: Living conditions and accommodations are critical to the well-being of UMC, 

and therefore the security of having the right to housing that meets the individual’s needs must be guaranteed. 

For Practitioners For Policymakers / Government Authorities 

 
• Ensure access to and the quality of the 

housing environment– especially considering 
the wide varieties of emotional and 
psychological states UMC can be in. Past 
traumas, upheavals, trying to readjust to a 
new culture and society take a huge toll on 
the well-being of the child and young adults. 
Therefore, it necessary that the 
accommodation and welfare is ‘suitable, age 
appropriate, continuous with specific facilities, 
and includes support and counseling’ along 
with access to recreation, sports, and leisure 
time66.  

 
• Support the UMC throughout the period of 

transition, support with:   
o Identifying housing options, 

 
• Prioritize housing policies as a key facilitator 

for social integration, and for creating 
“contact with locals, short distances to 
services, such as schools, and availability of 
employment” 68. 

 

• Ensure access to adequate accommodation 
to all UMC residing in the country, as well as 
tailored access to basic services. Do not 
overlook the importance of housing and 
accommodation and uphold it as a basic right. 

 

• Make sure to consider the following factors 
when designing housing policies for (aged 
out) UMC across EU:  
o Access to education, training, 

employment; 

 
61 De Ruijter de Wildt 2014: 9 link 
62 De Ruijter de Wildt 2014: 9 link 
63 European Youth Centre of the Council of Europe 2016: 3 link  
65 European Youth Centre of the Council of Europe 2016: 12 link 
66 Pasic, L. 2017: 25 link 
68 FRA 2019: 12 link 

http://www.connectproject.eu/PDF/CONNECT-NLD_Tool1.pdf
http://www.connectproject.eu/PDF/CONNECT-NLD_Tool1.pdf
https://rm.coe.int/16807031ae
https://rm.coe.int/16807031ae
https://pjp-eu.coe.int/documents/42128013/47262325/Refugees+transition+to+adulthood.pdf/9a064fa1-ee97-be3f-84fd-5a27d85e15a6
https://fra.europa.eu/sites/default/files/fra_uploads/fra-2019-integration-young-refugees_en.pdf
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o Developing stable housing plan after 
leaving care,  

o Connecting the youngster with 
necessary contacts 67. 

 
 

o Promotion of social inclusion and 
integration;  

o Provision of stability and foundation 
for future autonomy; 

o Limited transfers to prevent the 
upheaval of vulnerable young 
migrants- if necessary, transfers should 
then at least be coordinated with 
education cycles to not disrupt their 
studies; 

o Limit vulnerability to crime or 
exploitation 69. 
 

• Upon turning 18, housing becomes a critical 

and dire situation and therefore young adult 

UMC should be able to remain in the same 

accommodation or area. 

 

 

Prototype 3 Recommendations: It is highly recommended to strengthen legal support to help young adult 

UMC navigate the complex bureaucratic and administrative processes that are necessary to obtain documents 

essential for independent life. In addition, after reaching the age of majority, the legal status of many UMC is 

often put into question, and the asylum-seeking process is an arduous and process where the looming threat 

of being sent home is suddenly present. Therefore, guidance and mentorship in these matters is imminently 

needed.   

For Practitioners For Policymakers / Government Authorities 

 
• Provide guidance to transitioning UMC to 

improve their ability to endure the length and 
complexity of administrative processes for 
necessary documents such as residence 
permits. These documents are vital and 
essential for future endeavors such as 
pursuing higher education, securing housing, 
or obtaining a job 70. 
 

• Enable UMC to establish a “permanent 
connection with at least one committed 
adult” who can provide a stable and secure 
relationship, as this results in much higher 
success rates for youth transitioning to 
adulthood and independence 71.  

 
• Appoint competent guardians within an 

efficient guardianship system as “an integral 
part of the national child protection system, 
operating within the national legal child 
protection framework” 73.  

 
• Promote transnational exchange to foster the 

EU-wide recognition of the role of the legal 
guardian and volunteer exchange as crucial. 

 
• Encourage and promote youth welfare 

systems across Europe the establishment of a 
network of guardians. 

 
67 Dewar/ Goodman 2014: 10 link 
69 FRA 2019: 12 link 
70 Oxfam, Greek Council for Refugees 2021: 35 link 
71 Dewar/ Goodman 2014: 3 link  
73 FRA 2019: 11 link 

https://bettercarenetwork.org/sites/default/files/attachments/Literature%20Review%20-%20Best%20Practices%20in%20Transitioning%20Out%20of%20Care.pdf
https://fra.europa.eu/sites/default/files/fra_uploads/fra-2019-integration-young-refugees_en.pdf
https://oi-files-d8-prod.s3.eu-west-2.amazonaws.com/s3fs-public/2021-06/Teach%20us%20for%20what%20is%20coming%20report_2.pdf
https://bettercarenetwork.org/sites/default/files/attachments/Literature%20Review%20-%20Best%20Practices%20in%20Transitioning%20Out%20of%20Care.pdf
https://fra.europa.eu/sites/default/files/fra_uploads/fra-2019-integration-young-refugees_en.pdf
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• Assign a volunteer guardian to accompany 
the UMC throughout his transition to 
adulthood beyond the age of 1872. 
 

 

These opportunities and recommendations serve as an inspiration for the three alternative care prototypes 

which are described in detail in the next section.

 
72 ISMU Foundation 2019: 9 link 

Germany: SGB VIII Reform and Legal Changes 

Regarding the SGB VIII reform, feedback from social workers, care leavers, public authorities, and care 

leavers themselves concur that although the reform indicates progression in the right direction, it does 

not administer adequate changes necessary. It has been voiced by leading professionals in the field that 

it merely explicitly clarifies pre-existing regulations that are now more clearly stated as legal entitlements. 

This reform, therefore, provides a strengthened legal foundation for care leavers during transition, but 

greater changes must be implemented to meet the needs of UMC during this critical phase of 

adolescence and transition.   

 

 

https://www.bing.com/search?q=At+a+crossroads+unaccompanied+and+separated+children+in+their+transition+to+adulthood+in+Italy+research+report%2C&cvid=e3563f40807449d1a24368cb02cba25c&aqs=edge..69i57.659j0j4&FORM=ANAB01&PC=U531
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Still from U-CARE promo video: UMC with his foster parent 
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SECTION 2 – ALTERNATIVE CARE PROTOTYPES 

In this section, the individual prototypes are presented, including a roadmap on how to use and apply the practices 
and recommendations. The three prototypes aim to address some of the most urgent needs identified through 
research and consultations conducted, and therefore to provide recommendations to improve unaccompanied 
minors’ transition to adulthood. Given the complexity of the actors involved and the different systems between 
countries across Europe, the roadmap intends to give some general steps that could be duplicable in other contexts. 

 

PROTOTYPE 1:  SELF-ADVOCACY 

The central goal of this prototype is the facilitation of an interest and self-advocacy network that 

provides UMC and unaccompanied migrant care leavers74 with a platform and support.  

Objectives: 

• Have a low-threshold contact point for care leavers 

• Develop a support network implementing a peer-to-peer approach  

• Empower UMC/care leavers through promoting self-organization and participation    

• Build networks with other (local/regional/national) advocacy/interest groups 

 

2.1.1 CONTEXT 

 

 Care leavers usually have very small networks. These networks often dissolve completely 

during the difficult transition phase. In this context it is of vital importance to support the 

young persons in building a network that is not limited to the youth welfare context.75 

 

Background: Participation, networking and self-organization as important starting points in the empowerment 

of unaccompanied migrant care leavers 

The lives of unaccompanied minors and unaccompanied migrant care leavers are to a large extent determined 

by others and subject to many restrictive regulations. The residence status, which often remains unclear for 

years, the associated residence regulations and the often-missing access to education and vocational training 

limit self-determination and are often central obstacles to integration in the host society76. At the same time, 

migrant care leavers usually have very small social support networks. This is due to the complete absence of 

the family support system as well as the comparatively short period of time they have spent in their new 

living environment.  

 
74 The term “care leaver“ will be used throughout the document to refer to unaccompanied migrant children who have turned 18 years and had 
to leave care support. Also refered to as: “unaccompanied migrant care leaver“ or “aged-out UMC“. 
75 Quote from expert during IOM German stakeholder dialogue July 202 
76 Bundesfachverband Unbegleitete Minderjährige Flüchtlinge 2013: 7, link 

https://b-umf.de/material/partizipation-in-der-stationaeren-kinder-und-jugendhilfe/
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In this context, research shows that one of the main areas of concern regarding UMC and their transition to 

autonomy is their “participation in society and inclusion in youth work activities” 77. Lack of participation in 

society and the inability to establish formal and informal relationships hinders the development of necessary 

skills for success in adulthood such as: expression of oneself and one’s needs, communication, personal 

development, citizenship, collaboration, negotiation, self-advocacy, and active citizenship to prevent 

discrimination and social marginalization78.  

In the design of new forms of support and care for migrant care leavers, the focus is on the topics of "school 

and training" and "adequate housing". At the same time the great importance of social networks and 

opportunities for participation is pointed out79. Involvement in decision-making processes and the 

strengthening of networks that are not limited to the youth welfare context are described as important skills 

and resources for a successful transition to independence80. 

Consultations: findings 

Consultations with UMC, care leavers and experts also revealed the great importance of opportunities for 

participation and self-determination in preparing for independent living. Likewise, many points of the 

described background context were also addressed in the discussions. This applies in particular to the aspects 

of external determination and networking:  

• Regarding the topic of self-determination, it was described from a pedagogical perspective that, 

while a central goal of youth welfare is to strengthen young people's self-responsibility, their room 

for maneuver is severely limited due to asylum and residence regulations. The lack of or limited 

opportunities to exercise control in one's own life have an impact on personality development and 

the ability to tackle problems in a self-determined manner. Therefore, enabling co-determination 

and participation as well as communicating one's own rights are key elements to empower these 

young people. 

• About the importance of networks, it was emphasized that the termination of youth welfare, 

especially in the case of unaccompanied migrant care leavers, is usually not accompanied by the 

establishment of stable social networks. In many cases, the networks remain limited to the youth 

welfare context and dissolve with the transition to independence. The first steps towards 

independence are thus often characterized by disruptions and loneliness. It is therefore important 

to support these young people in building solid networks. 

Furthermore, participation and self-determination were described not only as a central pillar in the 

pedagogical work with unaccompanied minors, but also as a decisive element for the preparation for a self-

directed life. The suggestions for strengthening participation and self-determination related on the one hand 

to the (pedagogical) everyday life in the context of a residential group, but on the other hand also to the 

strengthening of self-advocacy groups and the involvement in local and regional decision-making processes. 

These forms of participation were also repeatedly linked to the development of support structures and 

networks that help young people after leaving child and youth welfare. 

 

 
77 Pasic, L. 2017 : 7 link 
78 Pasic, L. 2017 : 13 link 
79 B-UMF 2017 link  
80 Pasic, L. 2017 : 17 link 
 

https://pjp-eu.coe.int/documents/42128013/47262325/Refugees+transition+to+adulthood.pdf/9a064fa1-ee97-be3f-84fd-5a27d85e15a6
https://pjp-eu.coe.int/documents/42128013/47262325/Refugees+transition+to+adulthood.pdf/9a064fa1-ee97-be3f-84fd-5a27d85e15a6
https://www.nds-fluerat.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/06/BumF-Leitfaden__Junge_Gefl%C3%BCchtete_-05_2017.pdf
https://pjp-eu.coe.int/documents/42128013/47262325/Refugees+transition+to+adulthood.pdf/9a064fa1-ee97-be3f-84fd-5a27d85e15a6
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2.1.2 DESCRIPTION OF THE PROTOTYPE  

The contexts described and the results of the focus group discussions illustrate the need for a more 

systematic support throughout the transition phase. The results also indicate that the strengthening of social 

networks as well as the strengthening of participation and decision-making skills are important starting points 

in the design of support structures.  

The “self-advocacy” concept takes up these findings and combines counseling and aftercare for care leavers 

with support to participation and self-advocacy competences. The goal of the concept is to initiate an interest 

and self-advocacy network that serves care leavers as an important source of support and as a platform for 

(societal) participation.  

The basic rationale behind the concept is that reaching the age of majority should not lead to an abrupt 

termination of care, assistance and social networks and that a framework for comprehensive transition 

support should be installed. 

The starting points and central components of the concept are (a) an open contact and counseling point and 

(b) regular meetings of the care leaver network. Both components are initiated and supported by a youth 

welfare organization in cooperation with local and national interest groups. The primary target group of the 

services consists of unaccompanied migrant care leavers who have previously been in care. However, the 

services are also explicitly aimed at adolescents and young adults who are currently still being cared for within 

the framework of child and youth welfare. 

The two components are linked as follows: 

Open contact point: The contact point is a person in the youth welfare organization that initiates and supports 

the self-advocacy network. This person is a social worker who already has a relationship with UMC and care 

leavers and to whom many care leavers, who lack a support structure and social network, already turn to 

when in need of assistance. Instead of accommodating these ad-hoc requests from former UMC on a 

voluntary basis, as is often the case now, this position of contact point will be structurally embedded (on a 

part-time basis) as the main point of reference for care leavers and the self-advocacy networks and will fulfill 

two tasks. First of all, the contact person provides counseling during fixed hours, in an open and low-threshold 

way. This person advises young adults on all questions and tasks associated with the transition to an 

independent life. The focus is on housing, school and career prospects and bureaucratic matters, as well as 

everyday life and conflict management. The special feature of the contact point is that only the most urgent 

concerns are discussed and clarified within the framework of individual counseling. For more general 

questions, for support and/or for social reasons, the contact person can refer individual care leavers to the 

self-advocacy network meetings. This links to the second task of the contact point: this person is designated 

by the youth welfare organization to support with the initiation and consolidation of the care leaver network 

(see component 2). General questions that come up often during the counseling hours can, for example, be 

addressed by the contact point in a network meeting.  

Meetings of the self-advocacy network: The (bi)weekly meetings of the network are also accompanied by a 

pedagogical professional and offer participants first and foremost an anchor point to meet friends and 

acquaintances. In addition, the meetings have two main focuses: On the one hand, the meetings serve as an 

extension of the counseling services. More general and open questions are discussed together after 

consultation with the participants. This peer-to-peer counseling activates the diverse experiences, resilience, 

and resources of the participating care leavers and at the same time makes the challenges associated with the 

end of youth welfare particularly vivid and tangible for the younger participants. On the other hand, the 
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meetings serve to promote self-advocacy and (political) participation. Based on the  statements, wishes and 

questions of the participants, the contact point and other staff members create a framework in which the 

joint preparation of reports and statements, the participation in further training as well as the exchange and 

connection to nationwide initiatives is made possible. The meetings are supplemented and loosened up by 

regular leisure activities and joint undertakings. 

 

2.1.3 ROADMAP 

 

The creation of opportunities for participation and self-determination are essential cornerstones of 

pedagogical work and central prerequisites for preparing young people for an independent life. Despite this 

fundamental importance, establishing sustainable and successful participation procedures in practice is often 

challenging for youth welfare institutions, professionals as well as young people. The reasons for this are 

manifold. What is certain, however, is that ‘good intentions’ are not enough to create effective participation 

structures. The commitment of professionals will remain unsuccessful if the structural prerequisites such as 

the sufficient support in planning and testing and a corresponding basic institutional attitude are not in place81. 

Likewise, it is crucial that young people acquire appropriate skills to actively participate in decision-making 

processes. This applies particularly to children and young people who have experienced few opportunities 

for participation in their milieus of origin82. Qualification on the topic of participation is therefore not only a 

necessity for management and professionals, but also for the children. 

Against this background, promoting a network involves more than motivating young people and preparing 

the first meetings. The individual preparation steps are shown below. However, it should of course also be 

noted that every youth welfare institution has a different character, along with other structural and personnel 

requirements. For this reason, the following roadmap is intended to be a basis for discussion and planning.  

Step One: Map and reach out to stakeholders and actors: The central actors in the establishment of the 

stakeholders are youth welfare institutions and their employees. The employees are closely involved in the 

care of young people and know their skills and knowledge. Likewise, they often continue to be in contact 

with young adults who were previously in their care. Moreover, it is important to consider which other actors 

could enrich and strengthen the network. Depending on the focus of the topic and the interests of the young 

people, it makes sense to invite various local (integration) actors, policy makers or even employees of 

 
81 Bundesfachverband Unbegleitete Minderjährige Flüchtlinge 2013: 18, link 
82 Bundesfachverband Unbegleitete Minderjährige Flüchtlinge 2013: 14, link 

https://b-umf.de/material/partizipation-in-der-stationaeren-kinder-und-jugendhilfe/
https://b-umf.de/material/partizipation-in-der-stationaeren-kinder-und-jugendhilfe/
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administrative institutions to the meetings. This also applies to the involvement of guardians and mentors. 

Likewise, networking with cross-regional networks, diaspora groups and stakeholders is an important step in 

anchoring and strengthening the network. 

Step Two: Plan participation activities for UMC with management and stakeholders: As already mentioned, 

the implementation of participation measures in everyday pedagogical life is often a challenge. Therefore, the 

necessary framework conditions as well as the safeguards to ensure safe child participation should be defined 

at the beginning, together with the management of the youth welfare facility as well as other stakeholders 

involved, including the contact point. Within this step, the appointment of the contact person (within a larger 

team) should also be finalized. This should ideally be a (team of) social worker(s) who already has an 

established relationship with UMC and care leaver, as most social workers continue to be in contact with 

former UMC of their residential group. Furthermore, the concrete task division of the contact point and 

stakeholders involved can be subject of the discussions as well.  

Step Three: Identify and strengthen existing participation methods and activities: Strengthening participation 

processes is not limited to opening opportunities for participation and decision-making. While enabling 

participation is the foundation, it must also be firmly anchored in attitudes, structure, and everyday life. 

• An important step is to analyze the structural conditions of the youth welfare organization. 

Successful participation depends on establishing a culture of participation that is supported by the 

management, the professionals, and the young people83. The management of an organization initially 

has a decisive role to play. Not only must they be convinced of the sense and benefits of 

participation, but they must also provide the necessary resources (working time, money, training 

opportunities). By structurally embedding a contact point (within a supportive team) for care leavers, 

management recognizes the valuable work done by employees who often, on a voluntary basis, give 

support to former (care leaving) UMC in need of assistance.  

• The employees also have an decisive role to place. They are the ones who motivate the 

children/young people and encourage them to participate. The comprehensive information 

provided to young people plays a key role in this process. Many young people simply lack the 

knowledge to initiate change and advocate for their rights. Having a team that can take on the role 

of contact point  and that has a comprehensive knowledge on transition-related questions 

(administration, housing, vocational training, etc.), established relationships with UMC (and care 

leavers)  and who is also (being assisted by) a pedagogue trained in participatory methods is 

indispensable for a successful self-advocacy network.  

Step Four: Develop a guiding document with steps to establish the self-advocacy network: The development 

of a framework for the initiation of the network is based on the conceptual arrangements and the experiences 

and issues that have arisen in connection with the strengthening of the participatory processes. The 

framework serves to provide the network with the necessary stability for the initial stages and should include 

a few suggested topics as well as a preliminary flow chart. However, keep in mind that the topics of the 

networks cannot be decided without the input of the UMC and care leavers. Their needs and wishes are 

central, so drafting a concrete action plan can be the subject of a first network meeting. This joint reflection 

exercise should be repeated often with the network, so the action plan remains up to date. Furthermore, 

the contact person can decide to put general questions that recur in the counseling sessions on the agenda 

of the network for peer-to-peer counseling.  

 
83 Bundesfachverband Unbegleitete Minderjährige Flüchtlinge 2017: 18, link 

https://b-umf.de/material/junge-gefluechtete-begleiten-fachkraefteleitfaden/
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Step Five (Final Step): Initiate a first meeting and provide support to the self-advocacy network: The crucial 

and probably most difficult aspects are the motivation of the participants and the initiation of the first 

meetings. As described, many young people first must internalize the meaning and purpose of participation 

processes and learn the necessary skills for active participation. These processes take time and the focal point 

and professionals should not be discouraged by an initial low level of interest. Similarly, when putting together 

the network, contacts with young adults who have previously lived in the facility can form the basis of such 

an initial meeting. 

 
2.1.4 RECOMMENDATIONS 

 
In exchange with national and international organizations and initiatives that provide comparable care and 

support systems, the following recommendations were made: 

 

• “Expectation management”: Special attention should be paid to framing the activities and 

expectations of the participants. The different motivations, abilities and expectations of the 

participants must be "managed" by the professionals. This also means that in some situations, 

professionals need to be clear about what can and cannot be achieved. Likewise, care should be 

taken to ensure that the planned actions and formulated goals can also be achieved in a reasonable 

amount of time to make concrete results visible and to enable the experience of self-efficacy.   

• Balanced program: The program of the regular meetings should consist primarily of "open" and 

"light" program items. Leisure activities contribute to the cohesion of the network and open 

participation to young people who are not primarily interested in societal engagement. In this way, 

these young people can also be introduced step by step to the subject and to societal activities.  

• Enable diversity: While the activities are primarily aimed at unaccompanied minors and young 

migrant care leavers, the meetings should be open to all interested young people. While a diverse 

composition in terms of gender, motivation, nationality, and age can sometimes be challenging in 

practice, it is important to ensure that the meetings are open to all. A diverse composition enriches 

the network in the long term and contributes to the long-term existence of the network. For older 

participants in particular, it is also possible for them to take on other tasks and roles in the network 

(mentor, coach, workshop lead, etc.). 
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PROTOTYPE 2: HOUSING 

The basic intention of the conceptual approach is to offer young unaccompanied adults 

housing and support options in a largely familiar environment, thus avoiding or at least 

reducing disruptions within their social network and the integration process.   

Objectives: 

• Provide stable and secure housing environment for aged-out UMC. 

• Present new approaches to securing housing accommodation that suits the needs of UMC 

transitioning to adulthood. 

• Establish new planning alliances with city stakeholders.   

 

 

2.1.1. CONTEXT  

 

 My biggest wish is to finally find an apartment. When you have an apartment, you feel 

good and can do other important things.84 

 
Background: Secure and adequate housing as a prerequisite for successful transitions to an independent life. 

Securing accommodation is a primary challenge for UMC as they transition to adulthood and independence. 

While minors benefit from a right to housing, this right is expired upon their 18th birthday. The risk of losing 

their accommodation, together with the network of relationships connected to it, is a real one and a great 

source of anxiety for young migrants85. 

 

As described above, the transition to the age of majority is not regulated uniformly at the European level. 

Some Member States have after-care arrangements that include accommodation and accompany the 

transition. Sweden for instance, has special accommodation facilities to facilitate the transition to adulthood 

up to the age of 2186. In many member states, these after-care arrangements are missing or inconsistently 

regulated. In Germany, for example, housing after the end of youth welfare is usually subject to local 

regulations and depends on the respective residence title as well as the situation on the housing market87. 

The lack of sound after-care and housing arrangements leaves a huge population of migrant youth insecure 

in their ability to establish an independent life that is stable, healthy, and prosperous not only for the individual, 

but for the community at large as well. Research highlights that lack of protective laws or regulations regarding 

the guarantee of housing for UMC in transitions leads many youths across Europe to move to adult reception 

centers, stay in hotel rooms, homeless or live in extremely segregated areas because they so often face 

discriminations from potential landlords88. Inadequate housing, in particular the cramped conditions and high 

 
84 Quote from UMC participant during focus groups discussion August 2021. 
85 Oxfam, Greek Council for Refugees 2021: 34 link 
86 UNHCR 2014: 29, link 
87 Bundesfachverband Unbegleitete Minderjährige Flüchtlinge 2017: 14, link 
88 At a Cliff Edge: Children in migration transitioning into adulthood in Europe, Oxfam Webinar on September 7 2021 

https://oi-files-d8-prod.s3.eu-west-2.amazonaws.com/s3fs-public/2021-06/Teach%20us%20for%20what%20is%20coming%20report_2.pdf
https://www.refworld.org/docid/53281a864.html
https://b-umf.de/material/junge-gefluechtete-begleiten-fachkraefteleitfaden/
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noise levels in the shared accommodation centers, make it difficult to continue the educational process, often 

resulting in dropouts89. If after-care homes are available, they are often in remote, marginalized areas where 

it is difficult to access essential services such as education, healthcare, or employment opportunities90. 

Furthermore, relocating UMC to after-care homes in areas different to their previous residences can create 

ruptures in their social networks, and level of integration and connectedness in their community. Segregated 

and unstable living situations prove to have deleterious effects on the target group’s ability to establish the 

necessary connections and foundations for a promising adulthood. 

 

A key finding of care leaver research in connection with the topic of housing is that several simultaneous 

transitions must be avoided at all costs if the end of care is to be managed successfully. Simultaneous 

transitions, such as the transition from school to vocational training combined with a simultaneous relocation, 

pose a significant challenge91.  

 

Consultations: findings 

 The great importance of the housing situation as well as the familiar living environment in coping with 

transitions became particularly evident in the interviews with young adults. The following aspects were 

particularly emphasized:  

 

• The stress and strain associated with the unclear housing situation after the end of assistance also 

often have far-reaching effects on the issues of school, training and planning for the future. It was 

described several times that this uncertainty leads to other important issues being pushed into the 

background and neglected. 

• Even with the successful apartment search, young people often experience profound crises shortly 

after moving. Compared to other young people, care leavers usually face the challenge of organizing 

their own lives independently at a much earlier stage. Combined with the lack of support networks, 

this often leads to crises with a much more existential impact post-move.  

 

2.2.2 DESCRIPTION OF THE PROTOTYPE  

The interrelationships outlined above, as well as the results of the focus group discussions, highlight the need 

for a systematic and comprehensive support approach for the transitional period. They also point out the 

importance of housing issues for the successful social integration of these young people. The “Housing” care 

prototype takes up these findings and aims at a direct spatial and content-related connection of housing and 

support options. The basic goal of the program is to avoid an abrupt termination of assistance upon reaching 

the age of majority and to create a framework for comprehensive transition support. 

 

A central starting point is the initiation of new, municipal planning alliances by public and/or independent 

youth welfare organizations with other municipal actors such as the social welfare office, job center, and 

municipal housing companies. The concrete tasks of such a municipal planning alliance consist of: 

 

1. Establishing different forms of housing and care,. The primary aim is to create services that take into 

consideration the UMC and care leavers’ different degrees of independence. In order to make the 

 
89 Bundesfachverband Unbegleitete Minderjährige Flüchtlinge 2017: 14, link 
90 At a Cliff Edge: Children in migration transitioning into adulthood in Europe, Oxfam Webinar on September 7 2021 
91 Bundesfachverband Unbegleitete Minderjährige Flüchtlinge 2017: 62, link 

https://b-umf.de/material/junge-gefluechtete-begleiten-fachkraefteleitfaden/
https://b-umf.de/material/junge-gefluechtete-begleiten-fachkraefteleitfaden/
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best possible use of personnel and financial synergies, a larger residential unit would be ideal to 

accommodate these different needs. Within this larger unit, different care forms (depending on the 

needs) will be integrated, as well as a central point of contact, which is staffed 24/7 by specialists 

and accessible for the youngsters of the larger residential unit at all times. Possible synergies with 

other stakeholders in the support of young people will be sought as well. While the integrated 

contact point primarily serves to ensure pedagogical support, the unit should also offer the possibility 

of integrating counseling services from other actors, such as the job center or the social welfare 

office. Bringing these services together in a “drop-in center”, integrated in the residential unit, has 

numerous benefits, as it not only lowers the threshold for care leavers, but all youngsters and people 

living in a vulnerable situation in the neighborhood.  

2. Creating structural financing arrangements in transition planning/support. Corresponding 

agreements between the social service providers could avoid the often difficult and protracted 

search for viable solutions in individual cases. In concrete terms, it would be necessary to agree 

which social service provider is responsible for the necessary pedagogical care services and which 

of the partners is responsible for the respective share of the rental costs. 

 

The primary target group of the care leaver program consists of young people who have previously been in 

care services/educational assistance measures provided by the participating independent youth welfare 

organization(s). Proximity is an important criterion here. The new residential and aftercare services should 

enable young people to remain in their familiar environment in order to avoid disruptions in their social 

networks and their integration process. In this respect, educational support providers from one social 

area/neighborhood should be given priority. 

 

Experience has shown that young people in transition to an independent life have very different individual 

backgrounds and needs. In order to meet the needs of the young people and to enable a gradual approach 

to independence, the services are composed of three different types of housing with different settings and 

intensities of care. The individual services are structured as follows: 

 

• Care leaver residential group: The target group for this form of housing and care are young people 

who need to be specifically prepared for further services. Accordingly, this offer has a higher 

intensity of care and a correspondingly higher staffing ratio.  

• Care leaver flat-sharing community: This form of living and care is aimed at young people who 

already have a higher degree of independence. The care leaver residential community therefore has 

a lower level of care intensity with a lower staffing ratio. The young people are also no longer cared 

for 24/7 day and night. 

• Care leaver single living: Care leaver individual living consists of several one-room apartments and 

presupposes a process of independence that is already well advanced. Care takes place at a low 

intensity and on an individual basis. Another special feature is the financing of the service: only the 

costs for the care are borne by the youth welfare office in this case. The rent and other living costs 

are covered by other social service providers. 

 

The concrete design of the program is of course dependent on the possibilities and the willingness of the 

respective municipal planning partners. The experience gained in discussions with various actors, especially 

with various independent youth welfare organizations, has shown that a multilevel system, with different 

intensities of care is likely to be proven as a useful intermediate step for a successful transition to 

independence. This should be in the interest of all potential partners involved. 
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2.2.3 ROADMAP 

 

In contrast to Prototypes 1 and 3, the focus of Prototype 2: Housing is based on initiating a comprehensive 

planning process. The roadmap is therefore primarily focused on establishing the planning alliance. 

 

Step One: Map and reach out to relevant stakeholders: While the mapping of actors plays an important role 

in all prototypes, it is the decisive factor here. Relevant here are first of all other social service providers, such 

as the Social Welfare Office and the Job Center as well as municipal housing companies. The planning 

committee can, of course, be expanded to include other educational and civic actors. Especially with regard 

to the location of the housing program, neighborhood initiatives can also be a useful addition. Overall, a 

comprehensive knowledge of the local actors and decision makers is indispensable for success. Accordingly, 

sufficient time should be planned for this first step. In addition, the first contact with the other actors should 

be well prepared and based on a short communication strategy or campaign framework. 

 

Step Two: Develop a communication strategy and promote the housing model to potential interested 

stakeholders: The development of a campaign framework forms the basis for the initiation of the planning 

committee and summarizes the main lines of argument along with the starting points that support the project 

in question.   

Step Three: Establish a committee including local authorities, youth welfare organizations and housing 

companies: The comprehensive and time-intensive planning process represents the greatest challenge of this 

prototype. At an initial meeting of the stakeholders involved, a time frame should therefore be defined, as 

well as the role of the committee and the tasks and responsibilities of each stakeholder. At the same time, it 

should be decided to what extent other possible actors, such as neighborhood initiatives, can be involved in 

the planning process and the implementation of the housing model.   

Step Four: Define concrete steps and actors’ responsibilities necessary to implement the housing model: A 

key step in implementing new care and living arrangements are the negotiations between the youth welfare 

offices as well as independent youth welfare organizations. Within the framework of the so-called ‘quality, 

performance, and remuneration agreements’ usually concluded between the “service provider” (youth 
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welfare organization) and the funding authority (for example municipality, local authority, etc.), the general 

conditions, services, and the associated operation costs are agreed upon. Based on these agreements, the 

planning process can then be deepened and specific planning goals and responsibilities defined. 

 

Step Five (Final Step): Launch the housing model and monitor closely: The start of the project is of course 

an important interim goal, but also a key and critical project phase. Comprehensive quality monitoring and a 

consultation process by a third party should accompany the launch and all parties involved. In view of the 

innovative approach to care and the new forms of municipal cooperation, scientific support by a private 

research company or a university is also an option. The monitoring and evaluation of a party not actively 

involved in the planning process can provide important feedback and suggestions for implementation and 

contribute significantly to the success of the project. 

 
 
2.2.4 RECOMMENDATIONS 

 
The following recommendations can contribute to the success of the prototype: 

• Involvement of the neighborhood: In addition to the involvement of other social service providers, 

the direct neighborhood plays an important role in the planning of a comprehensive housing and 

care program. Neighborhoods are evolved and complex social systems. The establishment of a 

housing program for young refugees can quickly lead to conflicts and tensions due to a lack of or 

insufficient communication. Early communication of plans, as well as transparency and concrete 

neighborhood involvement, can contribute significantly to a successful launch of the program.  

• Consistent participation: A key challenge in implementing new forms of housing and care is the 

complex and lengthy planning processes. While cooperation with other actors opens new 

opportunities, this cooperation also represents a challenge for all parties involved. Such cooperation 

can only have long-term success if all actors are satisfied with the course of the project and their 

participation. As mentioned above, the monitoring and evaluation process by a third party can make 

a significant contribution to the success of the project. This is equally true for the young residents. 

Young people should be firmly involved in this evaluation process from the beginning. The 

perspective, experiences, and opinions of the supervisees can provide important feedback and 

insights into the course of the project. Furthermore, the consistent involvement and participation 

of the residents also represents an important pedagogical starting point with regard to the project's 

objective.   
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PROTOTYPE 3: MENTORSHIP 

The starting point of this concept is the accompaniment and support of unaccompanied 

migrant care leavers within the framework of a voluntary mentorship that follows the end 

of the guardianship.  

Objectives: 

• Provide and foster stability and continuity in the transition phase 

• Provide support to deal with issues related to care leaver’s transition to adulthood 

  

2.3.1. CONTEXT 

 

 I think it would be good if the guardian continues to support me. Especially when looking 

for an apartment and I often need help because I don't understand all the letters. 

However, my guardian should then no longer decide for me.92 

 

Background: Continuity and voluntary engagement as starting points for the strengthening of transitions to 

adulthood/ an independent life 

Guardianships are a key component in ensuring the protection and safeguarding of the interests of 

unaccompanied minors in Europe. In many cases, however, guardians also play a decisive role in their 

integration and transition to an independent life.  

Although there is great importance to this component, the implementation and design of guardian systems 

vary substantially from one EU Member State to another93. Terminology also differs at the national level and 

the terms (legal) guardian, representative, and legal representative are used inconsistently. While there is no 

single definition of what constitutes a guardian, there are nevertheless many similarities in terms of the areas 

of responsibility94. The term (legal) guardian usually refers to a person that is responsible for safeguarding the 

well-being and the best interest of the child and represents him or her in judicial or administrative 

proceedings95. In addition to assistance during the asylum procedure, legal guardians oversee health care and 

schooling, perform any actions needed for family reunification, and are responsible for all papers that need 

signing 96.  

Depending on the respective system, guardians are also closely involved in the so-called assistance planning. 

The assistance planning includes regular meetings with the beneficiary and the responsible caretaker of the 

youth welfare organization or reception facility, to discuss current developments regarding school, training 

and the asylum process. With increasing age, the focus is also on the so-called transition planning and preparing 

 
92 Quote from UMC participant during focus group discussion August 2021 
93 European Migration Network 2021: 24, link 
94 European Agency for Fundamental Rights 2015: 22, link 
95 European Agency for Fundamental Rights 2015: 21, link 
96 EGN 2013: 14; Tangermann, J., Hoffmeyer-Zlotnik 2018: 45, link 

https://fra.europa.eu/en/publication/2015/guardianship-systems-children-deprived-parental-care-european-union
https://fra.europa.eu/en/publication/2015/guardianship-systems-children-deprived-parental-care-european-union
https://www.ssoar.info/ssoar/handle/document/67630
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the youngster for independent living. In addition to legal representation and administrative tasks, guardians 

are often also developers of life prospects and important confidants who accompany the youngster 

throughout the entire arrival phase. Therefore, they are key players in the preparation for a youth’s self-

determined life 97. 

How intense the support and how trusting the relationship depends not only on the different systems of 

individual member states, but also on the type of guardianship. Despite the differences between the Member 

States, different types of guardianship can be distinguished. Guardianship duties are exercised by employees 

of institutions or other entities who are authorized to do so, or by private persons, who were appointed by 

national authorities. Overall, three different categories are eligible: (1) close relatives or persons coming from 

the broader family environment, (2) professionals employed by guardianship institutions or institutions of the 

national child protection systems (referred to as professional guardians in this guide), (3) individual unrelated 

to the child who offer their services to act as guardians and who are either designated by an appointing 

authority or, more often, are offering their support on behalf of the entity assigned with guardianship duties 

(referred to as volunteer guardians in this guide) 98. 

While voluntary guardianships are preferred by interest and advocacy groups due to their generally higher 

levels of time availability and emotional commitment, about 80% of UMC in Germany are assisted by a 

professional guardian. Professional guardians are often confronted with considerable workload and are 

responsible for too many UMC, limiting the ability to arrange the necessary face-to-face meetings. Volunteer 

guardians in turn, usually have more time at their disposal, can become more engaged with the young person 

and give them more personal assistance. Similar, volunteer guardians are much more likely to be able to 

remain a trusted and reliable contact for the young adult, even after the guardianship has come to an end 99. 

It is this support and guidance beyond the 18th birthday that is particularly crucial and helpful. For 

unaccompanied migrant care leavers in particular, the 18th birthday often involves several parallel transitions. 

In addition to the end of youth welfare and a new place of residence these young people usually also must 

face new asylum and residence regulations along with transitions in the areas of school, training, and 

professional life. Especially in this challenging time, it is crucial that care leavers find stability and continuity in 

the care system and in their social relationships, as well as the opportunity to fall back on familiar caregivers. 

Volunteer guardianships or sponsorships and mentorships can provide important support and reinforcement 

during this critical phase of life. They (continue to) offer assistance with the various bureaucratic concerns 

and serve as a reliable and familiar contact person100.    

Consultations: findings 

The topics of guardianship and volunteer support also figured prominently in the interviews and focus group 

discussions. The following aspects were mentioned: 

• The time span between arrival and the 18th birthday is evaluated as too short to address all the 

important issues. Further support is therefore extremely important.  

• With the transition to adulthood, in many cases questions of asylum law and residence law have 

not yet been conclusively clarified. A central obstacle for unaccompanied migrant care leavers is the 

length of administrative processes for essential documents such as residence permits and papers 

confirming legal status. These are in turn required for enabling UMC to get internships, attend 

 
97 Tangermann: 47, link 
98 European Agency for Fundamental Rights 2015: 9, link  
99 Deutscher Bundestag 2017b: 68, link 
100 Kompetenzzentrum Pflegekinder 2019: 14, link  

https://www.ssoar.info/ssoar/handle/document/67630
https://fra.europa.eu/en/publication/2015/guardianship-systems-children-deprived-parental-care-european-union
https://dserver.bundestag.de/btd/18/115/1811540.pdf
https://cura.nbhs.de/fileadmin/einrichtungen/e_beraten_betreuen/e_bb_cura/vormundschaftsverein/umf-uebergang-ins-erwachsenenleben_2019.pdf
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university, secure employment, find housing etc. Unfortunately, upon turning 18, UMC are often 

lost in a bureaucratic maze after the loss of legal support from the youth welfare system. Lack of 

information, not speaking the language, along with complicated and lengthy administrative 

procedures can place this group in an extremely precarious position. Reliable contacts are therefore 

crucial, especially in this phase.  

• The frequent change of responsibility within the framework of regular care is experienced as 

negative during the transition period. Many care leavers would like their follow-up and after care to 

be provided by familiar contact persons. In particular, voluntary individual guardianships that have 

existed for a long time before the end of assistance can provide the necessary stability and continuity 

of relationships during the transition period. 

• Professional support is very important for the success of volunteer engagement. It is also important 

that there is a comprehensive exchange and a structured handover between volunteers, caregivers 

and professional guardians before the termination of youth welfare services.  

• In addition to the basis of trust and concrete support services, the extended social networks of the 

volunteers often represent important resources for the young people. 

 

 

2.3.2. DESCRIPTION OF THE PROTOTYPE  

 

The context presented and the results of the focus group discussions illustrate that volunteer support 

structures can be an important resource for young refugees during the transition out of youth welfare and 

beyond. The prototype Mentorship addresses these findings and combines ideas that emerged from the 

focus group discussions with different forms of guardianship and mentoring that are currently being discussed 

and tested in Germany. The starting point of the concept is the close linking of professional and voluntary 

care systems. The goal of the concept is to ensure support and social stability beyond the end of child and 

youth welfare. The recruitment, preparation and monitoring of voluntary guardianships and mentorships is 

carried out by an independent child and youth welfare organization in exchange with the local authorities 

and guardianship associations. Opportunities for continued support beyond the age of majority are offered 

by volunteer guardianships and mentorships that exist in parallel to legal guardianships (henceforth: 

“guardianship-accompanying mentorship”). In both cases, however, it is important that the voluntary support 

starts a long time before the termination of youth welfare and that a comprehensive handover as well as 

professional support of the voluntary work is guaranteed. 

 

Mentorships can thus be organized in two different types/forms: 

1. An existing voluntary guardianship continues as a mentorship after the 18th birthday. It is important 

here that regular joint meetings take place between all those involved before the assistance ends 

and that objectives for the mentorship are defined. The volunteer guardian and the mentor are thus 

the same person.  

2. Parallel to the (legal) guardianship, another person takes on a mentorship (“guardianship-

accompanying mentorship”). After the end of the guardianship, the mentorship remains as a 

stabilizing component. Here, too, it is important that there is a comprehensive exchange and a 

structured handover between the guardian and the mentor. 

 

The following concept points in addition apply to both forms of mentorship:  
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• The professional supervision and support of the mentorship by a youth welfare organization 

includes the (1) recruitment, training, and matching between mentor and mentee, (2) the 

accompaniment of the exchange between (professional) guardians and volunteers, as well as (3) 

further monitoring. Depending on national/local conditions, recruitment and training is carried out 

in cooperation with local authorities and guardianship associations. 

• A crucial aspect is that everyone involved is aware from the start that mentorships will continue 

after the 18th birthday. This creates planning security for all participants and enables a 

comprehensive exchange between volunteers and professionals. Likewise, the knowledge that a 

familiar person is available as a reliable contact person even after the 18th birthday significantly 

contributes to the emotional stabilization of young people. 

• To strengthen the relationship of trust, it is important that regular personal meetings take place, 

especially at the beginning of the mentorship. Otherwise, there are virtually no limitations as to the 

duration and scope of mentorship. The mentoring can continue until the young person feels that 

his or her everyday life and all relevant issues have been clarified, or until the young person explicitly 

wishes the mentorship to end.  

• The difference between guardianship and mentorship is primarily that the guardian is no longer 

allowed to make decisions on behalf of the young person. With turning 18, the young person 

becomes fully responsible for his own interests and actions. As a result, the relationship between 

the guardian or mentor and the youth also changes. The 18th birthday marks a stark change in this 

constellation, which should also be clearly presented to the young person. From this point on, the 

mentor takes on a less decisive role as a coach, advising the young person on all important issues 

and helping them make the right decisions. Likewise, to promote independence, the mentor should 

also encourage his mentee to actively make decisions by assisting, but not executing the young 

person’s administrative tasks.  

• The special focus on the preparation for a self-directed life should be taken from the beginning of 

the guardianship. Together with the responsible caregivers of the youth welfare organization, the 

volunteer guardian/mentor should plan how to strengthen self-responsibility and check whether the 

current care setting offers sufficient space and occasions for the assumption of responsibility. In 

addition, the topics that arise around the age of majority should already be included/placed in the 

assistance planning throughout adolescence. Likewise, the guardian/mentor should ensure that the 

young person is informed about upcoming changes and their rights.  

• Volunteer mentors should be at least 25 years old and have completed extensive training. In terms 

of content, the training should cover the following topics: Information about the most important 

countries of origin, causes for flight and the challenges of the target group, legal basics on the topics 

of asylum and immigration law, intercultural basics and culturally sensitive communication, as well 

as protection and prevention of sexual exploitation and abuse (PSEA). A comprehensive overview 

of relevant topics as well as guidance for planning and implementing training events is provided in 

the training manual ‘Care of Unaccompanied Migrant Children in Foster Families’, which was created 

within the framework of the FAB and U-CARE project.  

• The same selection criteria for the legal guardian should apply when onboarding a volunteer mentor. 

These criteria are considered safeguards to protect the youngsters and can include: clean criminal 

record, signature of a Code of Conduct, mandatory training (see point above), etc. A complaint 

mechanism should be in place for youngsters.  

• Getting to know the guardian/mentor and the youngster before the start of the actual 

guardianship/mentorship gives both parties the opportunity to actively decide in favor of the 

guardianship and creates the basis for a trusting relationship. In order to create the necessary space 
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for this getting-to-know-you time, the process and organization of the meetings must be discussed 

in detail with all stakeholders involved. When designating a mentor to a UMC, it is also crucial that 

any sensitivities or preferences of the child be taken into account to maximize acting in the child’s 

best interests. These factors include gender, religion, age, past experiences, etc. The UMC should 

be consulted ahead of time for any preferences or requirements regarding their mentor to ensure 

they feel heard.  

• It is essential that monitoring take place after the implementation of mentorship is initiated. It 

ensures that the best interest of the UMC is taken into highest regard and serves as a tool to 

improve the quality of the service and learn from mistakes made. The monitoring process should 

therefore include regular exchanges with social workers, young UMC themselves, and any 

involved/relevant stakeholders. This can be implemented via assessments, evaluation sheets, or a 

complaint mechanism.  

 

 

2.3.3.  ROADMAP 

 

As mentioned before, guardianship systems are not harmonized across Europe and differ from country to 

country. While only a few EU Member States have a central guardianship authority at national level most of 

the Member States have entrusted guardianship functions to municipal or local level social services. For 

Member States that do not have a centralized system, the implementation and actual operation of guardian 

systems may also vary locally and regionally within the countries 101. In addition, some Member States have 

separate guardian systems for unaccompanied children who only have a temporary right to stay or who are 

not applying for asylum. Similarly, there are differences in the availability of the different guardianship types. 

In a few Member States guardians are primarily volunteer guardians and a specific system of recruitment and 

supervision has been developed. In these States, a designated institution or non-governmental organization 

(NGO) is the responsible guardianship authority 102. 

Due to the lack of a uniform approach, the following notes are not to be understood as a one-size-fits-all 

procedure but must be adapted to the respective national and local conditions. For the same reason, the 

 
101 European Agency for Fundamental Rights 2018: 3, link  
102 European Agency for Fundamental Rights 2018: 4-5, link  

https://fra.europa.eu/sites/default/files/fra_uploads/fra-2018-guardianship-systems-in-the-eu-summary_en.pdf
https://fra.europa.eu/sites/default/files/fra_uploads/fra-2018-guardianship-systems-in-the-eu-summary_en.pdf
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notes focus mainly on the institutions involved as well as the main content-related aspects to be considered 

during implementation.  

Step One: Map and reach out to stakeholders: As a first step, it must be examined and decided whether the 

implementing youth welfare organization coordinates the recruitment and training of the volunteers 

independently or cooperates with the local authorities and/or guardianship associations. Depending on local 

conditions, this may include stakeholder mapping and contacting the respective organizations. 

Potential stakeholders are:  
• Youth care departments or offices in regional governments  
• Any ministry or offices in charge of immigration and/or dealing with refugees (i.e. Ministry of Interior, 

Ministry of Immigration, Ministry of Justice)  
• NGOs working on behalf of refugees and unaccompanied minors (both provision of services and 

advocacy)  
• International governmental and non-governmental organizations such as UNHCR, the Red Cross, 

Save the Children, IOM 
 

Step Two: Meet with authorities to agree on legal and practical aspects of the mentorship program: Planning 

meetings with the local youth welfare authorities and/or the local guardianship authorities form the 

foundation for the further steps.  

 

Step Three: Preparation of recruitment, training, and monitoring: Creating a recruitment campaign, training 
program, and monitoring framework requires a comprehensive planning process. Regardless of whether this 
process is carried out jointly with local authorities or guardianship associations, sufficient time should be 
allocated for it. 
 

• Qualification and training: A central aspect of the prototype is the consistent preparation for the 

transition to independence from the very beginning. As described under points 2.3.2 and 2.3.3 the 

special focus on the preparation for a self-directed life include comprehensive information about 

obligations and rights, as well as opportunities for taking responsibility and participation. This focus 

has to be translated into a fixed concept together with the responsible guardian authorities and 

youth welfare institutions. In addition, it is crucial that the volunteer guardians/mentors receive 

extensive training and are also linked to an institution that accompanies the entire process during 

the guardianship or mentorship. Depending on the local structures, additional resources must be 

created for the training and support of volunteers. Therefore, the planning of the qualification as 

well as the training should be approached as a first step.  
• Local support structures: As mentioned earlier, it is critical, especially in the case of volunteer 

guardians and mentors, that they receive an introduction to local assistance structures and know 

where to go for additional help. For this purpose, it should be clarified in advance with the 

responsible institutions which institutions should be included in such an overview and how the 

introduction into the local structures should take place. It has also been advised by the FRA 

handbook that all guardians or volunteer mentors have access to a “multidisciplinary team of 

professionals” to ensure that when expertise or assistance is necessary, it is well provided for 103. 
• Matching: Getting to know the guardian/mentor and the youngster before the start of the actual 

guardianship/mentorship gives both parties the opportunity to actively decide in favor of the 

 
103 UNHCR, UNICEF, IRC 2017: 12, link   

https://www.unicef.org/eca/reports/way-forward
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guardianship and creates the basis for a trusting relationship. In order to create the necessary space 

for this getting-to-know-you time, the process and organization of the meetings must be discussed 

in detail with the stakeholders involved. When designating a mentor with a UMC, it is also crucial 

that any sensitivities or preferences of the child be taken into account to maximize acting in the 

child’s best interests. These factors include gender, religion, age, past experiences, etc. The UMC 

should be consulted ahead of time for any preferences or requirements regarding their mentor to 

ensure they feel heard. If necessary, cultural mediators could be included in the team to assist with 

building the trusting relationship and “building the bridge between the child, child’s community, state 

institutions, and authorities” 104.  

Step Four: Preparation of the handover process: The cooperation and handover between (professional) 

guardians and mentors takes a central position. An appropriate framework must be created for the exchange 

between professionals and volunteers. This includes the organization and planning of meetings as well as the 

compilation of relevant information. 

Step Five (Final Step): Start mentorship program and monitoring: The launch of the mentorship program 

should be accompanied by comprehensive monitoring.  

  
 

2.3.4. RECOMMENDATIONS 

The following recommendations can contribute to the success of the prototype: 

• Recruitment of volunteers: The extent of volunteer engagement varies greatly by region and local 

context. The recruitment or outreach campaign plays an important role. Social media campaigns 

that directly address the relevant target groups have proven to be particularly helpful in this respect. 

• Networking and exchange: While official/professional guardians often have insufficient time to 

accompany young people, they are often very closely involved in local care structures and well 

connected with the relevant actors. In the case of volunteer guardians, this is often not the case. It 

is therefore crucial for the adequate guidance of unaccompanied minors that volunteers receive an 

introduction to local support structures. This introduction to local support structures and overview 

of central actors should be an integral part of the handover between professionals and volunteers. 

• Areas of responsibilities: The linking of professional and voluntary support systems offers advantages 

and potentials, especially with regard to the transition phase. At the same time, joint efforts on 

behalf of young people's interests also have potential for conflict. Therefore, it is advisable to agree 

on a clear role assignment and division of tasks at the beginning of the cooperation. While 

professional guardians are the legal representatives of young people up to their 18th birthday and 

have the power to make decisions, the mentors' involvement should also be limited to concrete 

support activities as well as joint ventures. 

 
 
 

 

 

 
104 UNHCR, UNICEF, IRC 2017: 12, link 

https://www.unicef.org/eca/reports/way-forward
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SECTION 3 – SUSTAINABILITY AND CONCLUDING 

OVERVIEW 

Sustainability and relevance of the prototypes 

In the consultations with unaccompanied minors, care leavers, and experts, three themes clearly emerged that 

have a major impact on the transition process, the success of care measures, and the overall integration of young 

people. The lack of participation and self-advocacy options, the termination of guardianship and the often-

insecure housing situation are not only major hurdles in the integration process, but above all important levers 

for improving the care systems for young refugees and migrants. The prototypes differ not only in terms of the 

main topics, starting points and involved stakeholders, but also in terms of complexity:  

• Prototype 1 Self-Advocacy Networks encourages participation and the promotion of self-advocacy 

organizations. While the implementation of the prototype also involves a comprehensive development 

process, the measures can largely be implemented independently by a youth welfare institution.  

• Prototype 2 Housing is significantly more complex. Establishing new care and, above all, housing settings 

requires the interaction and participation of a wide range of actors. The process described here is 

therefore less of a care prototype in the true sense of the word, but rather a source of ideas for 

management and decision-makers. 

• Prototype 3 Mentorship requires cooperation among youth welfare organizations, local authorities, and 

guardianship authorities.  

While national childcare systems differ in their anchoring and structure and lack uniform regulations, a look at 

the literature and recent studies shows that the problems and challenges are similar. In addition to the lack of 

participation procedures and the need to strengthen guardianship and mentorship, the most prominent issue is 

the insecure housing conditions after the end of child and youth care.  

When creating the prototypes, attention was also paid to possible transferability to other national contexts and 

conditions. Nevertheless, many of the starting points and approaches described relate to the German context. 

The respective national regulations and legal bases are too different and complex to allow the procedures 

described here to be transferred indiscriminately from one country to another. The prototypes should therefore 

be seen primarily as a source of inspiration and ideas for the strengthening of care systems and must be adapted 

to the respective national conditions. Perhaps there are only individual elements or starting points that can be 

integrated into the respective care systems. However, the complexity of the different systems can also be 

understood as an advantage from another perspective; because often it is the combination of different aspects 

and the combination of individual elements that results in a strong and sustainable system. To ensure the 

adaptability of the prototypes, promising practices in other EU Member States were actively involved in the 

piloting of the tools, through virtual study visits. The findings of those virtual case studies were helpful in the 

finalization of the prototypes.  

Cost-benefit analysis of the prototypes 

Despite the relevance and utmost care that was put in developing the prototypes, the U-CARE team is aware 

that the practical implementation of the prototypes depend on a myriad of factors and primarily on the availability 

of financial resources. The cost-benefit analysis, however, is clear and should stimulate donors and funding 

authorities to allocate additional resources to improving UMC’s transition to adulthood and, thus, their integration 

in society through the prototypes. The European Commission in its 2016 Action Plan on the integration of third-
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country nationals already pointed out that “failure to integrate the newly arrived people can result in a massive 

waste of resources, both for the individuals concerned themselves and more generally for our economy and 

society”105, which has been reiterated in the broader 2021 Action Plan on Integration and Inclusion stating that 

“ensuring effective integration and inclusion in the EU of migrants is a social and economic investment that makes 

European societies more cohesive, resilient and prosperous”106. Experts and studies across EU point out to the 

benefits of providing tailored services to guide the aged-out UMC on their transition to adulthood, therefore 

endorsing the relevance of the prototypes. Reportedly, the main concern for these young people at the age of 

18 is retaining their right to live in the country, finding accommodation, continuing in the education system and/or 

accessing the labor market107. Even though procedures to gain residency and access services vary across Europe, 

in almost all countries, aged-out UMC are at risk of unemployment, homelessness, and feeling disoriented108 109.  

Thus, a lasting provision of services that goes beyond the age of 18 will bring long-term benefits to society 

proving the social value of integration programs implemented through these prototypes. Among the benefits, 

we list: 

• A regular provision of assistance to navigate the national system (legal, administrative, social services) 

will ease the pressure on these services dealing with ad-hoc requests from care leavers. 

• Overall well-being of society and reduced inequalities (better access to health services, less homeless 

young people, higher school attendance rate, reduced exclusion) 
• Improved housing conditions which have a strong impact on employment and education 

opportunities and on the interactions between young migrants and host communities. 

• Improved access to education and minimize risks of being left out of the school system.  
• Reduced youth unemployment and marginalization, diversifying skills of the work force, contributing 

to society’s economic growth.  
• Capitalizing the resources and assistance provided by local authorities/national system. Positive 

results attained due to earlier investments (human resources, finances) are not disrupted.   

Furthermore, the prototypes hand concrete tools to EU Member States to fulfill strategic priorities on a national 

level (i.e. SGB VIII reform in Germany) and a European level, with the adoption of the 2021 EU Strategy on the 

Rights of the Child and EU Child Guarantee, as well as the 2021 Action Plan on Integration and Inclusion, the 

2019 EU Youth Strategy and the EU Youth Action plan, which yet to be adopted in 2022. The ambition of the 

U-CARE team to create prototypes that are relevant, sustainable and beneficial for young migrants and society 

and that will serve as inspiration for the operationalization and strengthening of new and existing care structures 

for unaccompanied care leavers in EU Member States is therefore believed to be fulfilled. 

 
105 European Union Agency for Fundamental Rights 2019: 9, link. 
106 European Commission 2021: 1 – 2; link.  
107 Oxfam, Greek Council for Refugees 2021: 82 – 84; link. 
108 Idem 
109 EuroChild 2016, 4 – 12; link 

.  

https://fra.europa.eu/sites/default/files/fra_uploads/fra-2019-integration-young-refugees_en.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/system/files_en?file=2020-11/action_plan_on_integration_and_inclusion_2021-2027.pdf
https://oi-files-d8-prod.s3.eu-west-2.amazonaws.com/s3fs-public/2021-06/Teach%20us%20for%20what%20is%20coming%20report_2.pdf
https://www.infomie.net/IMG/pdf/turning_the_tide_children_on_the_move.pdf
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PROTOTYPES: OVERVIEW 

 Prototype 1 – Self-Advocacy 

 

Prototype 2 – Housing 

 

Prototype 3 – Mentorship 

 

Issues addressed 

• Loss of family and social network 
• Social exclusion 
• Lack of agency and self-

determination skills 
• Loss of support after 18 

• Housing instability 
• Marginalization 
• Disrupted/limited access to services, 

education, employment 
• Loss of right to housing after 18 

 

• Lengthy and complex bureaucratic, 
administrative, and legal processes 

• Lack of consistent formal/informal 
relationships 

• Loss of guidance and support after 18 

Objective(s) 

• Facilitation of an interest and self-
advocacy network  

• Develop a platform for support 
(peer-to-peer approach) 

• Have a low-threshold contact point 
• Build networks with other 

advocacy/interest groups 
• Empower UMC/care leavers through 

promoting self-organization and 
active participation   

• Offer housing and support options 
in a familiar environment 

• Provide stability and security 
• Ensure that housing 

accommodations suit the expressed 
needs of UMC transitioning to 
adulthood  

• Reduce disruptions with social 
network and integration process 

• Establish new planning alliances with 
key city stakeholders 
 

• Provide extended guardianship 
through a voluntary mentorship 
program 

• Foster a stable, and trusting 
relationship  

• Assist, guide, and support UMC 
throughout his transition into 
adulthood  

Prototype components and additional 
recommendations 

• Open contact point for low-
threshold counseling and to support 
self-advocacy networks 

• Meetings of the care leaver network 
• Expectation management: achievable 

and visible results in timely manner 

• Municipal planning alliances who 
establish different forms of housing 
and care and create structural 
financing arrangements 

• Design of the individual services and 
program: depends on possibilities 
and willingness 

• Two forms of mentorships: 1) 
volunteer guardian becomes mentor; 
2) Guardianship – accompanying 
mentorship 

• Change in relationship constellation 
(tasks, responsibilities, autonomy) 
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• Balanced program: light program 
with leisure activities, complemented 
with societal activities 

• Enable diversity: age, nationality, 
gender, motivation 

• Involvement of the neighborhood 
• Consistent participation, including 

youngsters.  

• Informed consent – create basis for 
trusting relationship 

• Recruitment of volunteer 
• Networking and exchange: volunteer 

mentors know local support 
structures 

• Clear role and task assignment 
 

Core activities (roadmap)  

• Map and reach out to stakeholders 
and actors 

• Plan participation activities for UMC 
with management and stakeholders 

• Identify and strengthen existing 
participation methods and activities 

• Develop a guiding document with 
steps to establish interest groups 

• Initiate a first meeting and provide 
support to the interest groups 
 

• Map and reach out to relevant 
stakeholders 

• Develop a communication strategy 
and promote the housing model to 
potential interested stakeholders 

• Establish committee with local 
authorities, youth welfare 
organizations and housing companies 

• Define concrete steps and actors’ 
responsibilities necessary to 
implement the housing model 

• Launch the housing model and 
monitor closely 
 

• Map and reach out to stakeholders 
• Meet with authorities to agree on 

legal and practical aspects of 
mentorship program 

• Conduct planning meetings with 
guardians/mentors for handover of 
tasks and responsibilities 

• Start mentorship program and 
monitoring  

Stakeholders involved 

• Youth welfare organizations  
• Local integration actors 
• Local authorities  
• Cross-regional networks 

• Local authorities 
• Youth welfare organizations 
• The Social Welfare Office 
• Employment Office/ job center 
• Local politicians 
• Any district office overseeing urban 

planning 
• (Municipal) Housing companies 
• Neighborhood  

 

• Youth care departments or offices in 
regional governments  

• Local guardian authorities 
• NGOs working on behalf of refugees 

and unaccompanied minors (both 
provision of services and advocacy)  

• International organizations such as 
UNHCR, the Red Cross, Save the 
Children, IOM 
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Minimum standards and principles 
(general) 

• CRC Core principles (i.e. Best Interests of the child, Non-Discrimination) must be the basic standard for guiding 
the decisions made and actions taken on behalf of the child. 

• Child’s Opinion must be listened to and considered respective to the child’s age and maturity. 
• Child must be informed about all plans made for them, including decisions about placement and care. 
• Non-discrimination is a key principle outlined in numerous international agreements and conventions. 
• Girls in particular have special needs and must be appropriately taken into account. 
• Do no harm: all decisions and approaches taken must safeguard the vulnerabilities UMC face. 
• Act with intercultural skills, conflict awareness and conflict management with approaches to a trauma- sensitive 

method. 
• Provide adequate intervention when violence is suspected or has occurred. Be aware of referral procedures. 
• Family-based approach should be adopted. 
• Establish continuity of the arrangements and persons involved in care. 
• The right to enjoy the highest attainable standard of health and facilities for the treatment of illness and 

rehabilitation of health. 
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ANNEX I: GENERAL MINIMUM STANDARDS FOR 

WORKING WITH UMC 
 

• CRC Core Principles formulate the most important standards for working with children, 

accepted, and ratified by the vast majority of member states globally. Many of the preceding 

standards and principles are derived from these five core principles 

o Best Interests of the child principle ensures that “in all actions concerning children […] 

the best interest of the child shall be a primary consideration”. 110 

o Non-discrimination principle seeks to guarantee that every child, without exception, 

can enjoy their rights without any distinction based on the “child’s parents or legal 

guardian, race, colour, sex, language, religion, political or other opinion, national, ethnic 

or social origin, poverty, disability, birth or other status”. 111 

o Evolving Capacities in Article 5 introduces the idea that children should be able to 

exercise their rights as they acquire the competence to do so. States should take this 

right into account when establishing minimum ages on particular issues. 112 

o Participation principle underlines the right to freely express their thoughts, views and 
opinions, and participate in society particularly in the areas affecting them. Their 
voices must be seriously taken into account in line with their age and maturity. 113 

o Life and Full Development: The principle most directly related to children's economic 

and social rights is formulated in the right to life article. The article goes further than 

just granting children the right not to be killed; it includes the right to survival and 

development which is formulated in Article 6:2 and states thus: "State parties shall 

ensure to the maximum extent possible the survival and development of the child." 114 

 

   Further principles:  

• Child must be informed about all plans made for them, including decisions about placement 

and care. 

• Child’s Opinion must be listened to and considered respective to the child’s age and maturity 

• Girls have special needs and must be appropriately taken into account115. The Convention of 

the Rights of the Child reiterates and reinforces the notion from all four Geneva Conventions 

that girls have additional and specific needs that must be considered throughout all 

programming and planning.  

 
110 IOM 2015: 19-20, link  
111 IOM 2015: 16-19, link  
112 IOM 2015: 22-23, link 
113 IOM 2015: 24-26, link 
114 IOM 2015: 23, link 
115 ICRC 2004: 17-18, link  

https://publications.iom.int/fr/books/international-migration-law-ndeg15-human-rights-migrant-children
https://publications.iom.int/fr/books/international-migration-law-ndeg15-human-rights-migrant-children
https://publications.iom.int/fr/books/international-migration-law-ndeg15-human-rights-migrant-children
https://publications.iom.int/fr/books/international-migration-law-ndeg15-human-rights-migrant-children
https://publications.iom.int/fr/books/international-migration-law-ndeg15-human-rights-migrant-children
https://www.icrc.org/en/doc/assets/files/other/icrc_002_1011.pdf
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• Do no harm: all decisions and approaches taken must safeguard the vulnerabilities UMC 

face116 

• Act with intercultural skills, conflict awareness and conflict management with approaches to a 

trauma- sensitive method 

• Provide adequate intervention when violence is suspected or has occurred. Be aware of 

referral procedures117 

• Family-based approach should be adopted – wherever and whenever possible, children should 

remain with their own families, foster parents, or other family groupings. Siblings should always 

be kept together 

• Establish continuity of the arrangements and persons involved in care118 

• Ensure immediate care and supervision is provided for each and every child and as much 

background information as possible should be collected on the circumstances of separation 

from family. Medical, nutritional, and psychological screening is necessary as well. 

• The right to enjoy the highest attainable standard of health and facilities for the treatment of 

illness and rehabilitation of health119 

• Young Adults should have a contact person and access to information regarding welfare 

benefits, housing, education etc. and such services should be available as long as needed 

 

 
116 UNHCR/IOM/UNICEF 2020: 2, link  
117 UNICEF 2017: 15, link 
118 UNHCR 1996: 5, link  

 

https://www.unicef.org/eca/media/11231/file/Child%20Protection%20Standards.pdf
https://www.awo.org/sites/default/files/2018-01/Minimum%20Protection%20Standards_2017.pdf
https://resourcecentre.savethechildren.net/sites/default/files/documents/Working-with-unaccompanied-children-A-community-based-approoach-SC-1996.pdf
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