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the generous support from the United Kingdom Department for International Development (DFID) 
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authors and do not necessarily reflect the views or policies of the organisations comprising the 

NAMMTF. Terminology used may not necessarily be consistent with the official terms used by all 

organizations participating in the NAMMTF. While due diligence has been taken, the 

MHub/NAMMTF does not guarantee the accuracy of the data included in this paper and accepts 
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A note on terminology 

Young people on the move: Building on the definition of ‘Children on the Move’ used by the 

Inter-Agency Group on Children on the Move1 and the United Nations Educational, Scientific and 

Cultural Organisation (UNESCO)’s definition of youth2, for the purposes of this study, young 

people on the move shall be defined as young people aged 15 to 24 moving for a variety of 

reasons, voluntarily or involuntarily, within or between countries, with or without their families, 

and whose movement, while it may open up opportunities, might also place them at risk (or at an 

increased risk) of economic or sexual exploitation, abuse, neglect and violence. 

Cover Photo: © Francesca Garofalo, 2017 

                                                      

1 Inter-Agency Group on Children on the Move (2013) Background Paper: The UN High Level Dialogue on 
Migration and Development 2013: Why children matter. 
2 UNESCO, What do we mean by youth? 

REACH facilitates the development of information tools and products that enhance the 

capacity of aid actors to make evidence based decisions in emergency, recovery and 

development contexts. All REACH activities are conducted through inter-agency aid 

coordination mechanisms. 

All our reports, maps and factsheets are available on the REACH resource centre. For more 

information, visit our website at www.reach-initiative.org, follow us @REACH_info or write 

to geneva@reach-initiative.org. 

http://www.blog.mixedmigrationplatform.org/index.php/about/
http://www.blog.mixedmigrationplatform.org/index.php/about/
file:///C:/Users/IMPACT%20Initiatives/AppData/Local/Microsoft/Windows/INetCache/Content.Outlook/ID71SSVV/www.mixedmigrationhub.org
https://www.savethechildren.net/sites/default/files/IAG%20CoM%20Background%20paper%20for%20CoM%20Side%20Event%20Meeting_Geneva%20copy.pdf
https://www.savethechildren.net/sites/default/files/IAG%20CoM%20Background%20paper%20for%20CoM%20Side%20Event%20Meeting_Geneva%20copy.pdf
http://www.unesco.org/new/en/social-and-human-sciences/themes/youth/youth-definition
http://www.reach-initiative.org/
mailto:geneva@reach-initiative.org
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Executive Summary 

Since March 2016, more than 260,000 people have arrived on Italian shores.3 The 

majority of them are young people,4 with unaccompanied and separated children (UASC) 

accounting for up to 15% of all arrivals.5 In order to strengthen policymakers’ and 

humanitarian actors’ responses in countries of transit and destination, this study was 

designed to shed light on young people’s decision-making and preparedness levels, the 

mechanisms shaping their migration trajectories, and their expectations on the way to 

Europe. The assessment used purposive sampling to identify and interview 81 

respondents originating from West Africa, East Africa and the Middle East, between the 

ages of 15 and 24 years, who arrived in Italy after March 2016. 

Political6 and security issues,7 which often intertwined with economic concerns, were 

reported as the most common reasons inducing young people to consider migration. 

Deciding to migrate can take many years. Most respondents reported that they started 

thinking about migrating around one year before their departures. Specific events such as 

personal or household issues and human rights violations were reported as key migration 

triggers.  

Unless the choice to migrate was triggered by abrupt events, respondents tended to 

leave before turning 18 to pursue their aspirations, as part of a transition to 

adulthood. The age breakdown uncovered that, while children’s migration is typically 

associated with vulnerability, passivity or forced dynamics, respondents who leave before 

the age of 18 have a set of interests and aspirations they wish to pursue through 

migration.8 

Our findings show that young people’s levels of preparedness before the journey were 

mixed. While most people tried to gather enough information and the economic resources 

to cover at least the first part of the journey. Information, mostly provided by 

interpersonal networks, could be inaccurate and even misleading.  

Most young people intending to move chose their destinations after gathering 

information about the place and the means to reach it. Generally, the young people 

interviewed for this study did not struggle to find information about the migration 

process. However, the information received often proved to be general and not 

always fully representative of the difficulties they could meet along the way. Word of 

mouth, the experiences of returnees and family members on the move or abroad, social 

media channels such as Facebook and YouTube, traditional media such as radio and TV, 

and dedicated websites and documentaries were reported as the most common sources of 

information used by young people to acquire information about the journey. 

In a large number of reported cases, the decision to move to Italy was secondary, and 

was undertaken months, or even years, after the first decision to leave a country of origin. 

Young people on the move to Italy often experienced long and fragmented journeys. 

A lack of economic capital, security concerns in Libya, and, on a smaller scale, migration 

policy barriers, were reported as the key factors affecting the length of the journey. 

The amount of economic and social resources secured at the moment of departure 

influences the possible fragmentation of the journey and the vulnerability of young 

                                                      

3 Author’s own calculation based on data from the Ministry of Interior, Daily statistics, 23 August 2017. 
4 Sigona Nando and Rachel Humphris (2017) Child Mobility in the EU’s Refugee Crisis: What are the Data Gaps 
and Why do they Matter?, 23 January 2017. 
5 Author’s own calculation based on data from the Ministry of Interior, Daily statistics, 23 August 2017.  
6 For the purposes of this study, the expression “political issues” embraces: (i) the erosion of the rule of law, with 
consequent arbitrary violations of political and/or civil rights; and/or (ii) political stability and presence of armed 
violence, measured as the “likelihood that the government will be destabilized or overthrown by unconstitutional 
or violent means” as per the World Bank. 
7 In this study, the expression “security conditions” refers to situations of generalised violence due to ongoing 
conflicts, civil war, terrorist threats, armed groups, bandits, etc. 
8 MMP (2017) Separated Families, who stays, who goes and why? April 2017. 

http://www.interno.gov.it/sites/default/files/cruscotto_statistico_giornaliero_23_agosto_2017.pdf
https://www.law.ox.ac.uk/research-subject-groups/centre-criminology/centreborder-criminologies/blog/2017/01/child-mobility-eu
https://www.law.ox.ac.uk/research-subject-groups/centre-criminology/centreborder-criminologies/blog/2017/01/child-mobility-eu
http://www.interno.gov.it/sites/default/files/cruscotto_statistico_giornaliero_23_agosto_2017.pdf
http://info.worldbank.org/governance/wgi/pdf/wgi.pdf
http://www.reachresourcecentre.info/system/files/resource-documents/mmp_report_separated_families_who_stays_who_goes_april_2017_0.pdf
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people to risks along the way. The majority of young people from East Africa and the 

Middle East9 generally possessed more economic and social capital from the start of their 

journey compared to people from West Africa. For young people from West Africa a lack 

of economic resources implied higher vulnerability to job exploitation along the journey. 

For young East Africans, this translated into increased risk of suffering from long 

periods of detention, characterised by episodes of violence and torture10 in Libya. 

Respondents from the Middle East presented overall higher economic resources during 

their journeys compared to respondents from the other two regions. 

Networks of family and friends (social capital)11 often reportedly compensated for 

the limited economic resources available to respondents regardless of their region of 

origin, and reduced their vulnerability to torture and detention.   

When re-defining trajectories along the migration route, expected access to services was 

never reported as a key factor shaping young people’s decisions along the journey. The 

actors of the migration “industry”12 were often described as the main service providers, 

facilitating young people’s mobility.  

The migration “industry” differs greatly across the various regions of origin. In 

West Africa, a greater number of stakeholders play roles in the migration process. 

Drivers, labour recruiters, housing providers, smugglers and other intermediaries offer a 

variety of services within specific locations. Compared to West Africans, the journey of 

young people from East Africa seemed to be more organised, with smugglers taking 

care of transportation, accommodation - usually in warehouses - and providing food to 

their clients. 

Almost all children and youth originating from East Africa reported having been 

asked to pay only once they arrived in Libya. Smugglers defer the payment in order to 

(i) increase the price, (ii) encourage people who declare not being able to afford the cost 

of the service to agree on their services (iii) increase their negotiation power. Once in 

Libya, people who initially acted as smugglers, through detention, violence and torture 

force their victims to hand over all their savings and to mobilise their network of friends 

and family to pay the ransom.  

On the Western routes, drivers working at the border between Niger and Libya 

have reportedly started to employ the same practice of deferring payment until 

Libya in collusion with armed groups and Libyan-based smugglers.  

                                                      

9 In this study, the one Afghani respondent has been included among Middle Eastern respondents, as 
Afghanistan is covered by MMP activities in the Middle East (as a country in a secondary region). 
10 Art. 1 of the Convention against Torture and Other Cruel, Inhuman or Degrading Treatment or Punishment 
defines states: “For the purposes of this Convention, the term "torture" means any act by which severe pain or 
suffering, whether physical or mental, is intentionally inflicted on a person for such purposes as obtaining from 
him or a third person information or a confession, punishing him for an act he or a third person has committed or 
is suspected of having committed, or intimidating or coercing him or a third person, or for any reason based on 
discrimination of any kind, when such pain or suffering is inflicted by or at the instigation of or with the consent 
or acquiescence of a public official or other person acting in an official capacity. It does not include pain or 
suffering arising only from, inherent in or incidental to lawful sanctions.” 
11 Defined as “social relation itself, and the resources accessible through those social relations” in Bourdieu, 
Pierre (1986) The forms of capital, Handbook of theory and research for the sociology of education. Ed J 
Richardson. New York: Greenwood Press. 
12 The migration “industry” is defined as “the clusters and networks of travel agents, lawyers, bankers, labour 
recruiters, brokers, interpreters and housing agents, as well as human smugglers and traffickers, which have an 
interest in and tend to facilitate the continuation of migration” de Haas (2010) “The Internal Dynamics of 
Migration Processes: A Theoretical Inquiry” in The Journal of Ethnic and Migration Studies, vol 36(10), 29 June 
2010. 
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The line between smuggling13 and trafficking14 is often blurred. In the shift from the 

former to the latter, the person becomes a traded commodity rather than a client.15 

Awareness of being trafficked varied across respondents, with the variation largely due to 

differing perceptions of individual freedom. As such, respondents subjected to the same 

limitations in terms of freedom of movement demonstrated very different levels of 

awareness about their risk of being trafficked. Similarly, they described their counterparts 

as facilitators even when several elements usually linked to trafficking could be identified 

in the respondent’s story.   

                                                      

13 Smuggling is defined as the "procurement, in order to obtain, directly or indirectly, a financial or other material 
benefit, of the illegal entry of a person into a State Party of which the person is not a national or a permanent 
resident." in Article 3 of the Smuggling of Migrants Protocol of the United Nations Convention against 
Transnational Organized Crime, GA/RES/55/25 of 15 November 2000. 
14 Trafficking in Persons is defined as “the recruitment, transportation, transfer, harbouring or receipt of persons, 
by means of the threat or use of force or other forms of coercion, of abduction, of fraud, of deception, of the 
abuse of power or of a position of vulnerability or of the giving or receiving of payments or benefits to achieve 
the consent of a person having control over another person, for the purpose of exploitation” as of Article 3, 
paragraph (a) of the Protocol to Prevent, Suppress and Punish Trafficking in Persons of the United Nations 
Convention against Transnational Organized Crime, GA/RES/53/111 of 9 December 1998. 
15 MHub (2015) Conditions and Risks of Mixed Migration In North East Africa, Study 2, November 2015.  

https://www.unodc.org/unodc/en/treaties/CTOC/index.html
https://www.unodc.org/unodc/en/treaties/CTOC/index.html
file:///C:/Users/Francesca%20Garofalo/Google%20Drive/REACH%20ITA_GDRIVE/07_Outputs/Overall%20report/05_Word/Overall%20report%204th%20version/MHub%20(2015)%20Conditions%20aAnd%20Risks%20oOf%20Mixed%20Migration%20In%20North%20East%20Africa,%20Study%202,%20November%202015
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Introduction 

Since March 2016, more than 260,000 people have arrived on Italian shores.16 The 

majority of them are young people,17 with UASC accounting for up to 15% of all 

arrivals.18 The vast majority of these young people entered Europe irregularly through the 

two main gateways to the continent: Italy, using the Central Mediterranean route, or 

Greece, using the Eastern Mediterranean route via Turkey. While increased awareness of 

child-specific concerns has emerged in public debates and the policy discourse in Italy,19 

limited attention has been devoted to understanding the reality of young people’s 

journeys and the key factors determining their decision-making before and during travel. 

A better understanding of the experiences and decisions made by young people on the 

way to Italy is needed to inform policy-makers and humanitarian actors’ responses in 

countries of transit and destination and to ensure that responses to enhance young 

people’s well-being in countries of destination are informed by their experiences. 

The study “Youth on the Move: investigating decision-making, trajectories and 

expectations on the way to Italy” was conducted between July and August 2017. The 

study was designed to explore: (i) decisions about migration, (ii) preparedness to leave 

and (iii) the mechanisms shaping the trajectories and expectations of young people, aged 

15 to 24, who arrived in Italy after March 2016. The post-March 2016 arrival period is 

focused on as it follows the signature of the European Union (EU) -Turkey Statement.20  

The study builds on the findings from the assessment “Children on the move in Italy and 

in Greece” conducted by REACH in partnership with United Nations International 

Children’s Emergency Fund (UNICEF), on the profiles and experiences of children who 

recently arrived in Italy and Greece.21 Using a qualitative approach, this study uses three 

main findings from the previous assessment as starting points: (i) the length of the 

journey, (ii) the individual or joint nature of decisions made and (iii) young people’s pre-

departure awareness of the risks they would face during the journey. First, REACH found 

that children travelled for one year and two months, on average, before they reached Italy. 

This study aimed to dig deeper into the factors affecting the length of the journey. 

Second, while a growing literature recognises the role of individual decision-making in 

migration processes,22 very few studies have tried to explore how children and young 

adults specifically decide on migration, where they go and how they reach their 

destination. This assessment seeks to do just that. Thirdly, this study further investigates 

the REACH finding that less than half (43%) of the children interviewed in Italy had 

considered the risks of the journey before leaving their countries of origin.23 

The report is structured in two main parts. The first chapter focuses on what happens to 

young people prior to departure: when and how young make migration decisions, and 

what resources young people access to mitigate the expected risks and costs of migration. 

The second chapter looks into the design of the journey: what mechanisms facilitate or 

undermine young people’s mobility and what types of services, resources and information 

they come across and access on the way to Italy.  

                                                      

16 Author’s own calculation based on data from the Ministry of Interior, Daily statistics, 23 August 2017. 
17 Sigona Nando and Rachel Humphris (2017) Child Mobility in the EU’s Refugee Crisis: What are the Data 
Gaps and Why do they Matter?, 23 January 2017. 
18 Author’s own calculation based on data from the Ministry of Interior, Daily statistics, 23 August 2017.  
19 UNICEF (2017) UNICEF hails new Italian law to protect unaccompanied refugee and migrant children as 
model for Europe, 29 March 2017. 
20 The post-March 2016 arrival period is emphasised to capture all movements after the signature of the EU-
Turkey Statement in March 2016.  
21 REACH (2017) Children on the Move in Italy and Greece, June 2017. 
22 See for instance: de Haas, Hein (2014) Migration theory: Quo vadis?, International Migration Institute, 
Working Paper  100 / DEMIG Project Paper No. 24, November 2014, and Hagen-Zanker, Jessica and Richard 
Mallet (2016) Journeys to Europe: The role of policy in migrant decision-making, ODI Insights, February 2016. 
23 REACH (2017) Children on the Move in Italy and Greece, June 2017. 

 

http://www.interno.gov.it/sites/default/files/cruscotto_statistico_giornaliero_23_agosto_2017.pdf
https://www.law.ox.ac.uk/research-subject-groups/centre-criminology/centreborder-criminologies/blog/2017/01/child-mobility-eu
https://www.law.ox.ac.uk/research-subject-groups/centre-criminology/centreborder-criminologies/blog/2017/01/child-mobility-eu
http://www.interno.gov.it/sites/default/files/cruscotto_statistico_giornaliero_23_agosto_2017.pdf
https://www.unicef.org/media/media_95485.html
https://www.unicef.org/media/media_95485.html
http://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2016/03/18-eu-turkey-statement/
http://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2016/03/18-eu-turkey-statement/
http://vr9t.r.bh.d.sendibt3.com/click/yujxuwktb7savk.html
https://heindehaas.files.wordpress.com/2015/05/de-haas-2014-imi-wp100-migration-theory-quo-vadis.pdf
https://www.odi.org/sites/odi.org.uk/files/odi-assets/publications-opinion-files/10297.pdf
http://vr9t.r.bh.d.sendibt3.com/click/yujxuwktb7savk.html
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Analytical Framework 

Migration is often misunderstood as being a linear movement of people between an origin 

and a destination. There is a growing literature to support the contention that people 

involved in mixed migratory movements change their initial destinations depending on 

the information and conditions encountered en route.24 The complexity of current 

migration flows shows that further investigation is needed to explore the dynamics of 

different journeys.  

Europe has recently experienced a large inflow of such movements, characterised by a 

large number of UASC who make their way to Europe through often hazardous routes. 

According to a recently released report by REACH and UNICEF, many UASC leave 

home with the idea of reaching a destination, and then redefine their migration plan in 

response to constraints they face along the way.25  

With a view to address the complexities of young people’s migratory experiences, the 

analytical framework used in this report draws on different theories and approaches that 

recognise the ability of people on the move to make choices in migration processes, 

instead of considering them as objects merely affected by push-pull factors.26 This 

involves taking into account the personal characteristics, the capabilities27 and the 

resources shaping people’s decisions about migration, while considering the broader 

dynamics of social change and development in which they are immersed.28 By looking 

into the journeys of people on the move, this study explores how expectations, 

perceptions of risk and actual constraints influence people's plans as their journeys 

unfold. 

The theories and concepts outlined below guided the identification of research questions, 

indicators and analysis of findings with a view to explore: (i) how young people on the 

move make decisions regarding migration, (ii) how they prepare to leave and (iii) if and 

to what extent preparedness and expectations shape young people’s trajectories. For each 

of these sections, a different concept or approach was used. 

1. Young people’s decisions on migration 

To shed light on the decision-making of young people on the move, this study builds on 

Hagen Zanker and Mallet’s application of the threshold approach29 to migration to 

analyse how young people on the move choose their first intended destination30 and 

following secondary movements. 

The threshold approach considers that, for migration to occur, three thresholds must be 

crossed:  

(i) The indifference threshold; which is understood as the cognitive stage where 

people on the move consider the idea of migrating. It can last many years and 

                                                      

24 See for instance Hagen-Zanker, Jessica and Richard Mallet (2016) Journeys to Europe: The role of policy in 
migrant decision-making, ODI Insights, February 2016. 
25 REACH (2017) Children on the Move in Italy and Greece, June 2017. 
26 This derives from the “rational choice theory” conceptualising individuals as rational actors making logical 
choices to maximise their income or utility. Functionalist approaches to migration theory focus on such 
cornerstone assumption to explain migration as a utility-maximising strategy. 
27 Drawing on Amartya Sen’s work, human capability is defined as “the ability (or freedom) of human beings to 
lead the lives have reason to value and to enhance the substantive choices they have”. 
28 Castles, Stephen (2010) Understanding Global Migration: A Social Transformation Perspective, Journal of 
Ethnic and Migration Studies, vol 36(10), 23 June 2010. 
29 Hagen-Zanker, Jessica and Richard Mallet (2016) Journeys to Europe. The role of policy in migrant decision-
making, ODI Insights, February 2016, building on the threshold approach developed by Van der Velde, Martin  
and Ton van Naerssen  (2011) People, borders, trajectories: An approach to cross-border mobility and 
immobility in and to the European Union; and Van der Velde, Martin and Ton van Naerssen (Eds.) (2015) 
Mobility and migration choices: Thresholds to crossing borders, Farnham: Ashgate.   
30 In this report, the expression “first intended destination” is used to refer to the preferred destination at 
departure, as opposed to newer destination(s) considered during secondary movements. 

https://www.odi.org/sites/odi.org.uk/files/odi-assets/publications-opinion-files/10297.pdf
http://vr9t.r.bh.d.sendibt3.com/click/yujxuwktb7savk.html
http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/1369183X.2010.489381
http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/1369183X.2010.489381
https://www.odi.org/sites/odi.org.uk/files/odi-assets/publications-opinion-files/10297.pdf
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involve people changing their minds several times, until the idea of migrating 

is seen as a feasible option; 

(ii) The location threshold; which concerns the choice of the first intended 

destination and possible others during secondary mobility; 

(iii) The trajectory threshold; or the route imagined to reach a destination. 

Within this framework, the study captures how young people on the move choose where 

and how to go, not only at the moment of selecting their first intended destination but also 

during their secondary movements, as the journey unfolds.  

2. Assessing preparedness to migrate  

People’s ability to mobilise certain resources affects the decisions they are able to make 

about where to live, and their well-being during the journey.31 Through the lens of the 

capabilities approach, as developed by de Haas32 and Bonfanti,33 this study assesses 

people’s preparedness to migrate in terms of ability to access a wide range of resources 

necessary to mitigate the risks and costs of migration. In particular, this approach allows 

the study to shed light on: (i) how age, gender and educational level can influence 

people’s ability to negotiate over access to resources and prepare for the journey; and (ii) 

to what extent different degrees of access to financial (income, assets and debts),34 human 

(educational attainment) and social capital (intended as the “social relation itself, and the 

resources accessible through those social relations”)35 translate into the mitigation of risks 

and psychological, social and economic costs of migration. As social capital can 

sometimes compensate for limited human and financial capital of people on the move,36 

the assessment recognises its crucial role in influencing young people’s decisions over 

destinations and trajectories. Within this framework, people’s ability to mobilise 

resources creates a hierarchy of destinations, but as one form of capital can be converted 

into another, people endowed with limited financial assets but extensive social and 

informational capital can get as far as those with more consistent financial resources.37 

By looking at the economic, informational and social resources young people on the 

move access before and during the journey, this assessment captures how these 

endowments affect migration patterns across age groups and regions of origin. 

3. Exploring routes, channels, destinations and expectations of 
young people on the move 

People move to one destination with a set of expectations and reconfigure their trajectory 

when expectations are unmet. Trajectories are not set in motion automatically: plans of 

people on the move and of people intending to move, decisions and expectations are 

continuously shaped by “flows and counter-flows of people, goods, services and 

information”38 that can facilitate or undermine their movement.  

                                                      

31 de Haas, Hein (2014) Migration theory: Quo vadis?, International Migration Institute, Working Paper  100 / 
DEMIG Project Paper No. 24, November 2014. 
32 Ibid. 
33 Bonfanti, Sara (2014) Towards a Migrant-Centred Perspective on International Migration: The Contribution of 
Amartya Sen’s Capability Approach, Social Work & Society, vol 12(2) 2014. 
34 Ibid. 
35 Bourdieu, Pierre (1986), The forms of capital, Handbook of theory and research for the sociology of education. 
Ed J Richardson. New York: Greenwood Press. 
36 

Van Hear, Nicholas (2006) I Went as Far as My Money Would Take Me: Conflict, Forced Migration and Class 
in Crépeau, François et al. eds. (2006) Forced Migration and Global Processes: A View from Forced Migration, 
Lanham: Lexington Books. 
37 Ibid. 
38 Mabogunje, Akin.L. (1970) Systems Approach to a Theory of Rural-Urban Migration, Geographical Analysis 
vol 2(1), January 1970. 

https://heindehaas.files.wordpress.com/2015/05/de-haas-2014-imi-wp100-migration-theory-quo-vadis.pdf
http://www.socwork.net/sws/article/view/411
http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/j.1538-4632.1970.tb00140.x/full
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This study looks into the explanatory role of endogenous feedback mechanisms, such as 

networks, actors of the migration “industry” (including smugglers,39 traffickers,40 

drivers), chance encounters acting as support mechanisms, and ideas and information on 

the decisions about locations, trajectories and services accessed. Such mechanisms can 

facilitate or undermine people’s movement and contextually affect the migration 

processes over time by, for example, fostering a culture of migration41 that can later 

influence expectations and aspirations of prospective people on the move.  

What is more, the assessment looks at how such mechanisms affect young people’s 

expectations about the journey and to which extent such expectations can affect their 

well-being or vulnerability along the way.  

Methodology 

Data collection methodology 

This study used qualitative research methods for the collection and analysis of primary 

and secondary data. Findings draw on primary data collected through 81 semi-structured 

interviews conducted by enumerators42 in English, French and Arabic. To identify 

respondents, a purposive sampling strategy was used based on age and preselected 

criteria, including nationality and date of arrival in Italy.  

Drawing on the UNESCO’s definition of youth, the target population for this study was 

comprised of children and young adults aged 15 to 24 who arrived in Italy after March 

2016.43 This broad definition is meant to allow the exploration of differences between the 

experiences of children who migrate between the ages of 14 and 17 years and young 

adults who migrate between the ages of 18 and 24 in terms of access to resources, 

expectations and perceptions of costs and risks. 

Respondents were divided into three age groups (15-17; 18-21 and 22-24 years old). Age 

stratification allowed for the examination of differences between those who: (i) were 

children throughout their journey; (ii) young adults who left as children and turned 18 on 

the way to Italy or upon immediate arrival in Italy (people aged 18-21), and (iii) those 

who likely began their journey as adults (respondents aged 22-24). 

Beyond age groups, respondents were also sampled based on their region of origin and 

date of arrival in Italy. Respondents came from: Afghanistan, Côte d’Ivoire, Eritrea, 

Gambia, Guinea, Iraq, Nigeria, Somalia, Sudan and Syria. 

 

                                                      

39 Smuggling is defined as the "procurement, in order to obtain, directly or indirectly, a financial or other material 
benefit, of the illegal entry of a person into a State Party of which the person is not a national or a permanent 
resident." in Article 3 of the Smuggling of Migrants Protocol of the United Nations Convention against 
Transnational Organized Crime, GA/RES/55/25 of 15 November 2000. 
40 Trafficking in Persons is defined as “the recruitment, transportation, transfer, harbouring or receipt of persons, 
by means of the threat or use of force or other forms of coercion, of abduction, of fraud, of deception, of the 
abuse of power or of a position of vulnerability or of the giving or receiving of payments or benefits to achieve 
the consent of a person having control over another person, for the purpose of exploitation” as of Article 3, 
paragraph (a) of the Protocol to Prevent, Suppress and Punish Trafficking in Persons of the United Nations 
Convention against Transnational Organized Crime, GA/RES/53/111 of 9 December 1998. 
41 The expression “culture of migration” refers to the phenomenon where “As migration grows in prevalence 
within a community, it changes values and cultural perceptions in ways that increase the probability of future 
migration” in Massey, Douglas S. et al. (1993) Theories of International Migration: A Review and Appraisal, in 
Population and Development Review, Vol. 19(3), September 1993. 
42 Enumerators were trained, inter alia, on: data collection with children; interacting with children; ethical 
considerations in data collection with children; referral mechanisms and how to identify signs of distress. 
43 The date was chosen to capture all movement after the adoption the European Union-Turkey Statement. 

https://www.unodc.org/unodc/en/treaties/CTOC/index.html
https://www.unodc.org/unodc/en/treaties/CTOC/index.html
https://www.jstor.org/stable/2938462
http://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2016/03/18-eu-turkey-statement/
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Figure 1: Number of respondents per region of origin and age group 

 

Note: the sample includes 49 respondents from West Africa (21 aged between 15 and 17, 19 aged between 18 

and 21 and 9 between 22 and 24 years old), 23 respondents from East Africa (4 aged between 15 and 17, 12 

aged between 18 and 21 and 7 between 22 and 24) and 9 respondents from the Middle East (4 aged between 

18 and 21 and 5 aged between 22 and 24 years old). 

Data saturation was reached for all age groups of respondents originating from West 

Africa and East Africa, and for the Middle East respondents in the 18-21 and 22-24 age 

groups. No respondents could be found in the 15-17 age group from the Middle East 

during the data collection phase at the sites covered by this assessment. 

Respondents participated in interviews on a voluntary basis and were sampled 

purposively to allow for comparison across age groups and regions of origin. 

Data collection took place from 13 July to 12 August 2017. Enumerators from REACH 

and MHub were deployed in Latium, Lombardy, Emilia-Romagna and Sicily in Italy. 

These regions were selected because they are among the regions hosting the highest 

proportion of children and young people on the move in Italy (13%, 9%, 9% and 7% 

respectively).44 

Data collection sites included official reception centres for UASC, regional hubs45 and 

informal gathering sites. Data collection procedures ensured full compliance with the 

Italian legislation on children’s participation in research activities. While the interviews 

were completely anonymous, expression of informed assent by underage respondents and 

legal consent by their legal guardians, or provision of legal consent by adults, were 

systematically collected prior to interviews. In line with the Italian legislation, only 

UASC hosted in official reception facilities were interviewed.  

A secondary data review informed research questions and identified relevant indicators.  

  

                                                      

44 Ministry of Interior (2017) Daily Statistics, 26 July 2017. 
45 According to the Italian Roadmap, Regional Hubs are transit centres dedicated to the temporary 
accommodation of citizens of third countries during the identification of the most appropriate legal pathway and, 
potentially, reception centres.  
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http://www.libertaciviliimmigrazione.dlci.interno.gov.it/sites/default/files/allegati/cruscotto_statistico_giornaliero_del_26_luglio_2017.pdf
https://www.asgi.it/wp-content/uploads/2015/11/Roadmap-2015.pdf
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Figure 2: Location of interviews, by country and region of origin  
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Challenges and limitations  

1. As this study used qualitative research methods, results are indicative only and 

cannot be generalised for the entire population of young people on the move in 

Italy. 

2. The purposive selection of participants belonging to the selected regions of origin 

and age groups implies the possibility of a selection bias. To mitigate this 

potential bias, enumerators attempted to interview respondents from a range of 

geographic locations and ethnic backgrounds.  

3. Given that participants were discussing events in the past, sometimes up to six 

years ago, there is a possibility of recall bias. To control for this risk, 

questionnaires were constructed to ensure double checking of the information 

provided.  

4. The study focuses on young people who arrived in Italy between April 2016 and 

June 2017, and left their countries of origin between 2011 and 2016. Their 

experiences are specific to this particular time period.  

5. As young people from the Middle East represented a small share of total arrivals 

to Italy in the selected timeframe, fewer respondents could be found from this 

region of origin. The sample is not completely balanced, which has limited the 

ability to draw meaningful comparisons across regions of origin for all indicators. 

As such, while comparisons between respondents from East and West Africa 

were systematically drawn, indicators on decision-making processes over the 

country of destination and the trajectories chosen could not always be 

disaggregated by region of origin.   

6. UASC represent 92% of the total number of children who arrived in Italy in 

2016.49  As such, they represent the great majority of respondents in this age 

group.  

7. Children below 15 and particular vulnerable groups have been excluded from the 

assessment, due to protection concerns. As such their views are not represented. 

                                                      

46 Author’s own calculation based on data from Frontex, Detections of Illegal Border Crossings Statistics (Apr-
Dec 2016), available at: and from the Ministry of Interior, Daily statistics, July 2017.  
47 UNHCR, Unaccompanied and Separated Children (UASC) Dashboard (Jan-Dec 2016) & (Jan-Jul 2017). 
48 On the incentives that could derive from underreporting actual age, see for instance: Foreign Policy, When 
‘Underage’ Refugees Look Anything But (Jan 2016) which discusses the case of Sweden, where high presence 
of UASC is also found.  
49 UNHCR, UNICEF and IOM, Refugee and Migrant Children- Including Unaccompanied and Separated 
Children - in the EU. Overview of Trends in 2016. 

Box 1: Children and young adults from West African countries 

The large number of respondents from West Africa is due to their overrepresentation within the 

statistics on arrivals. The year 2016 witnessed a significant spike in the number of arrivals of 

people originating from West Africa, as compared to other nationalities that in previous years 

had accounted for the majority of arrivals on Italian coasts (e.g. Syrians). Between March 2016 

and July 2017,46 Nigerians (50,252 arrivals), Guineans (20,410 arrivals), Ivorians (18,755 

arrivals) and Gambians (15,050 arrivals) have led the statistics of arrivals in Italy.  

The number of UASC from West Africa has also been steadily increasing since 2016. In the 

first half of 2017, Guineans (1,732), Ivorians (1,404), Gambians (1,350) and Nigerians (1,170) 

featured among the top 5 nationalities in terms of UASC arrivals. 47 

In addition, the large share of respondents in the 15-17 age group was due to the need to 

account for potential bias in age reporting. As participants were selected based on the self-

reported age declared within reception facilities, it is possible that some respondents might have 

reported to be younger than their actual age, hoping to access the child protection system at 

arrival.48 As a mitigation strategy, constant emphasis was put upon anonymity and the fact that 

the interview would by no means impact the respondent’s legal status in Italy.  

http://frontex.europa.eu/assets/Detections_of_IBC_Press_for_FX_website_20170804.xls
http://www.libertaciviliimmigrazione.dlci.interno.gov.it/it/documentazione/statistica/cruscotto-statistico-giornaliero
https://data2.unhcr.org/en/documents/download/54031
https://data2.unhcr.org/en/documents/details/58707
http://foreignpolicy.com/2016/01/13/when-underage-refugees-look-anything-but-age-tests-sweden/
http://foreignpolicy.com/2016/01/13/when-underage-refugees-look-anything-but-age-tests-sweden/
https://data2.unhcr.org/en/documents/details/58431
https://data2.unhcr.org/en/documents/details/58431
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8. Despite the fact that female youth represented 12.8% of the total arrivals between 

April 2016 and June 2017,50 no interviews with female youth were conducted. 

This decision was taken for protection reasons. This means that the study does 

not address gender-specific drivers and factors affecting the migratory experience 

of female youth.  

9. To comply with legal requirements, only children hosted within the official 

reception system could be interviewed. The situation of children outside the 

system may hence not be represented.  

10. Due to operational constraints, only participants whose language skills allowed 

fluency in either English, French or Arabic could take part in the study. As such, 

the situation of children and young people with limited language skills in English, 

French or Arabic may not be represented.  

11. Respondents were selected based on self-reported age. A possible age bias may 

have led to the inclusion of older or younger respondents in each of the selected 

age groups.  

12. Not all respondents answered all questions. When data visualisations are used to 

illustrate findings, the relevant sample size is noted below each graph.  

  

                                                      

50 Author’s own calculations based on UNHCR, Europe - Refugee and Migrant arrivals data, July 2017. 

https://data2.unhcr.org/en/documents/details/58460
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Findings 
This study analyses the key factors affecting the migration experience of young people on 

the move to Italy, before and during the journey. The first chapter focuses on young 

people’s decision-making process and preparedness level before the journey. The second 

chapter looks into the mechanisms that facilitate or undermine young people’s mobility 

and the type of access to services, resources and information they have along the journey.  

Respondents’ profiles 

All respondents were male. For protection reasons, no interviews were conducted with 

female respondents within the framework of this study. The 81 respondents who 

participated in this study originated from three different regions: West Africa, East Africa 

and the Middle East. All of the 25 respondents under the age of 18 arrived to Italy as 

UASC. In two cases, respondents (both from the Middle East) reported having left their 

country of origin under the age of 18 accompanied by a family member, but having 

arrived in Italy alone.  

In our sample, respondents from the Middle East and East Africa were, on average, 

older than respondents from West Africa. When the interviews were conducted, all 

respondents from the Middle East and 83% of respondents from East Africa were older 

than 18. For West Africans, the sample was more diverse, with 43% of respondents aged 

15 to 17, 39% aged 18 to 21 and 18% aged 22 to 24 years old.  

Respondents across the three regions demonstrated high literacy levels and mixed 

educational backgrounds. West Africans presented the highest rate of self-reported 

illiteracy, with 18% having never attended school. However, 33% attended lower 

secondary school and 24% attended primary school only. Respondents from the Middle 

East were the most educated, with 44% having received lower secondary education, 

followed by 22% with upper secondary education and 22% who accessed tertiary 

education. For East Africa, 48% of respondents reached lower secondary school, 22% 

accessed upper secondary education and 17% attended only primary school. 

Although in a few cases respondents and their families jointly discussed 

respondents’ decision to migrate before the journey, in all but two cases (both from 

the Middle East), respondents from the three regions migrated alone. 

While looking at the trajectories of young people who recently arrived in Italy, 96% of 

respondents crossed the sea from Libya, while the remaining 4% arrived in Europe via the 

Turkish-Bulgarian border before March 2016, and later travelled to Italy. All Syrian 

respondents had already been in Libya or Egypt since 2011 or 2012. 

Young people’s decision-making and preparedness to 
migrate 

Children and young people’s perspectives are rarely captured in migration studies. There 

is indeed a tendency to depict children and young people who migrated before the age of 

18 as unequivocally vulnerable or passive actors in the process.51 Conversely, this chapter 

investigates young people’s ability to influence their own lives through migration. The 

first section explores how age and context of origin affect how young people start 

thinking about migration, and how they eventually decide whether to stay or to go. The 

second section explores young people’s ability to gather social, economic and 

informational resources to mitigate the expected costs of their journey, how their 

expectations about the journey are shaped, and how young people prepare themselves to 

face them. 

                                                      

51 Hashim, Iman M., and Dorte Thorsen (2011) Child Migration in Africa. London & Uppsala: Zed 
Books & Nordiska Afrikainstitutet. 
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1. Young people’s decision to migrate 

When and how young people start thinking about migration 

Political issues,52 security concerns,53 including conflicts, and lack of economic 

opportunities were reported as the most common reasons inducing young people to 

consider migration. Political and security conditions were often intertwined with 

economic concerns. Such interlinking can drive young people to migrate even when they 

have not personally been affected by persecution.54 Respondents from countries ravaged 

by years of violent conflicts and insecurity - mostly from East Africa and the Middle East 

- reported how political and security issues dismantled the economic system of their 

countries of origin, severely affecting young people’s opportunities. Security concerns 

were often indicated as the primary, yet indirect factor, reducing young people’s 

economic opportunities in their countries of origin. The interconnection between a 

difficult economic situation and a culture of fear, persecution, and the absence of rule of 

law in protecting young people’s rights, was also put forward by a smaller number of 

respondents from West Africa, especially from Nigeria and the Gambia.  

 “In 2014, I began to think about leaving. The militias came home every month asking for 

money. I paid until I could [not pay anymore]. I had so many relatives around the world, and I 

started thinking that I could have done like they did. I left my country because I didn’t want to 

do military service. Being a military is very bad. They give you very little money. You can’t help 

your family and you can also die.”55 

Deciding to migrate can take many years, and often builds on strong cultures of 

migration. In contexts characterised by consistent mobility patterns, the example of 

people on the move can increase awareness of lifestyles and opportunities elsewhere. It 

can also produce a stratification of norms and attitudes, which, over time, affect 

prospective people on the move’s identity, ideas, behaviours and aspirations for the “good 

life”.56 Except when the decision to migrate was taken in response to an abrupt event, 

most respondents reported having started to think about migration months, and often a 

year before their actual departure. On the other hand, for many respondents, mostly from 

East and West Africa, migration had been an option since the age of 10 or 12, being 

themselves part of transnational families or having close acquaintances on the move or 

who had migrated in the past. 

 “I began thinking about leaving when I was 10 years old, because I heard about the good life 

in Europe. Some old friends had already travelled to Europe and they were telling me about 

Europe, so I liked the idea.”57 

Specific events such as personal or household issues and human rights violations 

were reported among the events triggering young people to migrate. While young 

people from the three regions of origin covered by the study were all concerned with the 

need to find better economic and living conditions, some regional specificities were 

                                                      

52 For the purposes of this study, the expression “political issues” embraces: (i) the erosion of the rule of law, 
with consequent arbitrary violations of political and/or civil rights; and/or (ii) political stability and presence of 
armed violence, measured as the “likelihood that the government will be destabilized or overthrown by 
unconstitutional or violent means” as per the World Bank 
53 In this study, the expression “security conditions” refers to situations of generalised violence due to ongoing 
conflicts, civil war, terrorist threats, armed groups, bandits, etc. 
54 Embiricos, Alexandra (2016) The back way to Europe: Gambia’s forgotten refugees, Open Democracy, 19 
May 2016. 
55 E_2224_04, Eritrean, male, 23 years old. 
56 Massey, Douglas S. et al. (1993) Theories of International Migration: A Review and Appraisal, in Population 
and Development Review, Vol. 19(3), September 1993. 
57 SU_1821_01, Sudanese, Male, 19 years old. 

http://info.worldbank.org/governance/wgi/pdf/wgi.pdf
https://www.opendemocracy.net/5050/alexandra-embiricos/back-way-to-europe-gambia-s-forgotten-refugees
https://www.opendemocracy.net/5050/alexandra-embiricos/back-way-to-europe-gambia-s-forgotten-refugees
https://www.jstor.org/stable/2938462
https://www.jstor.org/stable/2938462
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found. Young people from West Africa mostly reported that what triggered their 

departure was the death of a family member, the emergence of “problems” within the 

household, as well as “problems” of legal nature outside the household. For young people 

from East Africa and the Middle East, violations of their political or civil rights, the threat 

of military conscription – mainly for Eritreans – or any threat to their physical integrity 

emerged as catalysts for their departure.58 

In cases where young people migrated alone, such specific events had to affect 

respondents personally to push them to migrate. For example, some respondents had 

already witnessed the arbitrary violation of relatives’ or acquaintances’ human rights, but 

it was when the threat to their own freedom or physical integrity became apparent, that 

respondents decided to move. On the other hand, in the two cases, both from the Middle 

East, where young people left with their families, the event triggering the decision to 

leave had involved a respondent’s accompanying family member or the whole family.  

“In 2014, my father, little brother and little sister were killed at home by a commando of Al-

Shabab: they came to my house and killed them all. […] After this happened, my mother 

decided we had to leave the country, but I didn’t want to go. […] At a certain moment, Al-

Shabab threatened to kill me unless I stopped working for this [international] organisation. 

[…]. After that, I worked in a hotel until the end of 2014, when it was bombed. At that point, I 

decided to leave.”59 

The analysis of primary data across age groups and contexts shed further light on the 

motivations leading young people to migrate. Unless the choice to migrate was 

triggered by abrupt events, respondents tended to leave before turning 18 to pursue 

their aspirations, as a step into their trajectory to adulthood.60 The majority of people 

who migrated after the age of 18 tended to have left from the Middle East and East 

Africa, where political or security concerns were predominantly reported as the main 

reasons behind migration. By contrast, most respondents from West Africa left before 

turning 18. The research conducted by Whitehead et al. in West Africa describes a large 

phenomenon of child migration that is not framed in schemes of vulnerability, passivity 

or forced mechanisms, but as a move towards the realisation of children’s own interests 

and aspirations. This can be explained if one looks at how social considerations in 

contexts of origin and generational hierarchies shape expectations on children’s self-

reliance or contribution to household support that are different from the legal divide 

between childhood and adulthood.61 

Figure 3: Age of respondents at departure  

 
Note: Proportions are based on data from 49 respondents from West Africa, 23 respondents from East Africa 

and 9 from the Middle East. 

                                                      

58 Authors purposely decided to use the original formulation “problems”, as respondents were often reluctant to 
further elaborate on the sensitive nature of these issues. Based on findings from the REACH assessment 
“Children on the move in Italy and Greece”, it is only possible to assume some of these “problems” included 
domestic violence or family disputes. 
59 SO_18-21_03, Somali, Male, 18 years old. 
60 Whitehead, Ann et al. (2005) Child migration, Child Agency and Intergenerational Relations in Africa and 
South Asia, Paper presented to the conference: “Children and Youth in Emerging and Transforming Societies”, 
29 June-3 July 2005: Oslo. 
61 Ibid. 
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https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/57a08c94ed915d622c001433/Whitehead_et_al.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/57a08c94ed915d622c001433/Whitehead_et_al.pdf
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Taking into account respondents’ contexts of origin brings further clarity to these 

findings. Indeed, in areas with long histories of mobility, cultures of migration affect 

young people’s perceptions of migration as a feasible and “normal” strategy to pursue 

their interests and aspirations. Cultures of migration can also affect social expectations 

about young people’s ability to take control of their lives through migration.62 

“My parents are still living in Côte d'Ivoire. They do some small jobs or part-time work. I did 

not need money and I did not leave my country due to economic reasons; my family was able to 

cover my basic [needs] but I wanted to take charge of my life. I did not inform my parents about 

the decision to leave.”63 

How young people decide about their first destination 

Most young people on the move decided on their first intended destination after 

gathering some information about the place and the ways to reach it. Information 

received directly through interpersonal communication with family members or 

acquaintances who had completed the journey or who were still on the move – and 

through traditional media and online platforms – contributed to building expectations 

about what respondents would find along the way and at the destination.   

Young people from West Africa mostly intended to migrate to Italy, to neighbouring 

countries or to North Africa – in the latter case, mostly to Libya or Algeria. Most of 

those who went to Libya to work reported not being aware of the dire political and 

security situation they would face. In cases when young people moved in response to 

friends or acquaintances’ assurance that Libya offered many job opportunities in 

particular, informants tended to neglect or understate the level of insecurity in the 

country. Neighbouring countries such as Mauritania, Niger, Burkina Faso and Senegal 

were first intended destinations for some respondents in search of better work 

opportunities. 

People from East Africa indicated unspecified European countries as the most 

desirable destinations. Italy and France followed as countries of first choice. Europe was 

associated with the ideals of freedom and respect for human rights, as well as better 

security conditions.  

“I wanted to reach Europe, this was my dream. Since I was a kid people were talking about 

Europe, describing how much safer it was there. Later on, in Khartoum, I had the chance to see 

some programmes [about it on] the television.”64 

On the other hand, the possibility of reuniting with a relative abroad, or the ability to 

speak the language of the country of destination, were also reported as having an impact 

on young people’s choice of country of destination. This was especially the case for 

French-speaking young people from West Africa moving to Algeria or wishing to reach 

France. 

Four respondents also highlighted how the choice of their country of destination had been 

influenced by expected policy incentives. For example, Ethiopia65 and Uganda66 were 

reportedly chosen due to their national refugee policies.  

                                                      

62 Hashim, Iman and Dorte Thorsen (2011) Child Migration in Africa. London & Uppsala: Zed Books & Nordiska 
Afrikainstitutet 
63 IC_1517_01, Ivorian, Male, 16 years old. 
64 SU_1821_04, Sudanese, Male, 21 years old. 
65 Xinhua (2017) Ethiopia reaffirms its open-door refugee policy, 31 August 2017. 
66 Tendai, Marima (2016) New life for South Sudan refugees in Nyumanzi, Uganda, Al Jazeera, 7 December 
2016. 

http://news.xinhuanet.com/english/2017-08/31/c_136571907.htm
http://www.aljazeera.com/indepth/features/2016/12/life-south-sudan-refugees-nyumanzi-uganda-161205071145184.html
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“I didn’t want to go away from Ethiopia but my friends did. So, I went with them […]. Our aim 

was to reach Uganda where it is easier to stay as a refugee. Some of our friends on Facebook 

gave us this information.”67  

While also indicating countries in Europe as their initial destinations, young people 

from the Middle East were mostly influenced by assumptions of policy incentives 

and better economic conditions. Europe, and more specifically Germany and Finland, 

were mentioned as places where respondents expected to have good chances of being 

granted asylum and to enjoy high standards of living. In the remaining cases, Libya was 

indicated as young people’s first destination because respondents had already lived there 

or had family who could support them in the search for better working conditions.  

2. Assessing preparedness: mobilising resources before the journey 

What young people on the move bring with them and why 

The study found that the majority of young people across the three regions of origin 

prepared economic and material resources to bring on their journeys. The nature of 

these resources depended on young people’s expectations about the journey and 

their economic situation back home. Across all regions covered in the study, the 

majority of respondents tried to gather the economic resources expected to cover at least 

the transportation costs until the first stopover, mostly on the basis of estimates made by 

consulting smugglers or friends who had previously made the same journey. Almost all of 

the respondents from East and West Africa reported having brought a small bag 

containing a few clothes, and, in a couple of cases, a pair of strong shoes to walk and a 

phone. Some respondents reported having taken no items with them, as they had none. 

Only in a very few cases respondents carried food and water, as most expected to find 

these en route. 

“I had already an idea of how much it would cost me to reach Italy. […]  I knew this through 

friends I had who had smugglers among their acquaintances and so I saved money through my 

previous job in masonry.”68  

The amount of economic and social resources secured at the moment of departure 

influences the possible fragmentation of the journey and the vulnerability of young 

people to risks along the way. When the decision to migrate allowed some time for 

planning, young people from West and East Africa worked to save some money, and/or 

sold their most valuable belongings such as phones and laptops, when available. 

Respondents from West Africa were often aware that they would need to stop along 

the way, in order to work and save enough money to continue their journey, or that 

they could work in Libya to repay their journey. In the latter case, respondents 

indicated that they had almost no awareness of the severe human rights violations they 

would suffer. Those who left with no economic resources reported, instead, their intention 

to pass unnoticed or the impossibility to prepare due to the abruptness of their migration 

decision. Young people from the Middle East were found to have more economic 

resources at departure compared to respondents from the other regions, which translated 

into the ability to access safer migration channels and means of transportation.  

                                                      

67 E_2224_02, Male, 23 years old. 
68 SU_2224_03, Sudanese, Male, 23 years old. 



Youth on the Move 
   

20    M I X E D  M I G R A T I O N  P L A T F O R M                                  M I X E D  M I G R A T I O N  H U B  

“For the journey to Libya, the man I met at the station in Niger told me I could repay the 

journey while working in Libya. In Sabratha, I had to work for the Arab man to pay [for] the 

journey to Italy.”69 

Some young people knew before departing on their journey that their family and 

community networks could support them with economic resources along the way. 

Half of the respondents from East Africa reported that they could rely on the 

economic contributions of friends and family before leaving. When they could not pay 

in advance, young people often left with an agreement from their smuggler that they 

would pay once they arrived in Libya, with the help of their network of family members 

and friends back home or abroad, thus exposing themselves to severe risks of detention 

and other human rights violations. Belloni70  explains that relatives might at first be 

reluctant to help young people on the move before the journey, either due to their limited 

economic resources or because they are aware that the journey will be too risky. In the 

latter case, when young people deem that staying home is not a viable option and that 

their network could provide economic support, young people could still undertake such a 

high-risk journey. Confronted with young people’s hardship in Libya, community and 

family networks may not be able to dismiss young people’s requests for financial support.  

Similarly, young people from the Middle East could often count on contributions 

from their communities of origin, households and extended family to pay for their 

journeys. In the cases of children who left with at least one of their parents, the journey 

was fully paid for by their parents. 

In fewer cases, respondents from West Africa reported that their family provided 

them with economic support. Although a higher proportion of young people from West 

Africa tended to make the decision to migrate individually compared to young people 

from the other two regions,71 a couple of respondents received moral or economic support 

before the journey or when severe obstacles were encountered along the way. 

“I knew that the money I had from selling my phone would be enough to get only to Niamey. So 

once in Niamey, I called my mother. She was not happy, she initially told me there was no 

money she could send me. Then after two weeks, my mother finally sent some money.”72  

In addition to offering financial support, family and friends can provide moral support to 

young people upon departure, and as they endure challenges throughout their journeys. 

Such support back home and companionship73 of friends and acquaintances along the 

journey can indeed influence young people’s well-being by buffering them from stressful 

events, and providing “stability and a sense of self-worth”.74 This emerges from the data 

in many different ways: most respondents left or tried to leave with one or more friends, 

or aimed to join someone at their destination. Others communicated with their families 

throughout their journey to Italy. 

                                                      

69 GC_1517_02, Guinean, Male, 17 years old. 
70 Belloni Milena (2016), My Uncle can’t say no if I reach Libya. Unpacking the social dynamics of border-
crossing among Eritreans heading to Europe, in Human Geography, Vol 9(2).  
71 REACH (2017), Children on the Move in Italy and Greece, June 2017. 
72 G_18-21_06, Gambian, Male, 16 years old. 
73 Many respondents reported having left or leaving with friends. 
74 Mels C, Derluyn and Broekaert E. (2008), Social support in unaccompanied asylum-seeking boys: a case 
study, in Child: Care, Health and Development, Vol 34 (6). 
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“While my family could support me materially at the beginning, afterwards they were mainly 

my source of psychological support.”75 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

How young people gather information before leaving 

Young people on the move interviewed for this study did not struggle to find 

information about the migration process. However, the information received was often 

general and not always fully representative of the difficulties that young people could 

encounter along the way. When respondents were informed about possible risks, they 

were either related to specific locations (e.g. the border between Mali and Algeria, 

Morocco and Spain, or specific cities in Libya) or not actually representative of the 

overall level of hardship of the journey. Awareness of the risks of the journey, however 

general, was never an element of deterrence. The urgency to leave and the perception of 

“having no other choice” prevailed. 

Young people on the move considered interpersonal networks the most credible source of 

information. However, information spread through interpersonal network is rarely 

verified, which makes them particularly vulnerable to rumours and misinformation.76 

  

                                                      

75 SU_1821_03, Sudanese, Male, 20 years old. 
76Foran Rose and Anahi Ayala Iacucci (2017), Lost in translation, Internews, May 2017. 

Box 2: Before the journey. A Gambian child preparing for the long journey to Italy 

Leaving home to reach a new continent is often a complex process. The excerpts below, extracted 

from the interview of a 19-year-old Gambian respondent who left at the age of 15, show the many 

material and psychological considerations that young people take into account before leaving.  

 “I planned the journey before leaving: I decided [to] which countries I wanted to go and collected 

information on how much money I needed to go from one place to another. I knew I would have to 

work along the way to reach the different places. I decided I would leave each country when I had 

enough money to travel to the next one, plus a little extra money for food. […] My final destination 

was Italy, but I knew I would have to stop in the different countries on the way to work and pay for 

transportation. I stopped in Senegal, Mauritania, Algeria, and Libya and then I crossed the sea to 

Italy.” 

The respondent not only tried to gather all possible information and material resources needed to 

be able to cover the first part of the journey, but he also mentally prepared for the possible risks he 

would meet and drew upon his network of friends to mitigate the expected material and 

psychological costs from the journey. 

“The day before leaving I relaxed because I knew the journey was going to be very hard. I packed a 

bag, I only put in it one t-shirt, one pair of trousers, the money for the bus and my birth certificate, 

since you do not have any other form of identification document in Gambia until you turn 18. I left 

with someone [else] so I could stay with them, share the rent and food expenses. I knew before getting 

to Algeria that it was going to be a difficult time. My friends had told me before I got there. […] I 

had seen news on TV about Libya, in Gambia and in the other countries I had crossed, and I also 

knew from my friends. I knew Libya was going to be very difficult.” 

 

 

https://internews.org/sites/default/files/Internews_Lost_In_Translation_Publication_2017-05-23.pdf
https://www.internews.org/sites/default/files/Internews_Lost_In_Translation_Publication_2017-05-23.pdf
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A friend of mine from Nigeria told me to go to Algeria where I could work and save money to 

support my university education in the European Union or in the United States. […] I told him 

about my situation and that I was thinking of leaving, and he told me to go with him. He told me 

I could work just for a year and gain enough money to go to university, and that there was a lot 

of work, which I found out was not true.”77 

Friends, family members or other acquaintances who had completed their own migration 

journeys, or who were still on the move, were reported as being among the most trusted 

sources of information accessed before leaving. Some respondents also reported that 

traditional media, such as radio and TV, or online platforms, were consulted to inform 

further consideration of their decision regarding the selected destination, and to 

understand the conditions and risks of the journey. Others based their decision on 

information provided by people in their neighbourhood or remote acquaintances (word of 

mouth). Besides traditional news outlets and social media, friends and smugglers 

reportedly proved to be valuable sources of information to estimate the costs and the 

trajectories to reach their destinations both before their migration and once young people 

were on the move.  

Figure 4: Top five sources of information and type of decision they were used for (before 

the journey)  

The darker the colour, the higher the frequency 

 

Note: Frequency based on the total number of times that sources were mentioned by respondents, for whom 

data was available: family or friends abroad or on the move (39 times), traditional media (19 times), word of 

mouth (17 times), family or friends at home (16 times), internet and social media (8 times). 

Young people’s literacy level or educational background may impact the ability of 

young people to choose among possible trajectories to reach their destination. Two 

respondents with high-level educational backgrounds explicitly mentioned how their 

knowledge and capacity to get oriented influenced their choice over the preferred route.  

 “I went to Chad, because it’s the closest border to Libya. I knew it from school because I 

studied borders of Sudan and I knew that Chad is the closest way.”78 

                                                      

77 N_2224_01, Nigerian, Male, 24 years old. 
78 SU_1821_02, Sudanese, Male, 19 years old. 
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Resources and factors shaping young people’s 
trajectories  

Endowments in economic and social resources, as well as the capability to access key 

information may greatly affect the migration experience. This chapter investigates how 

economic, social and informational resources shape young people’s journeys, by defining 

their trajectories and speed. Furthermore, the section analyses the key factors that have 

reportedly facilitated or undermined young people’s mobility.  

Young people on the move to Italy often experienced long and fragmented journeys. 

Across the three regions of origin, young people on the move who arrived in Italy after 

March 2016 experienced long journeys ranging between a minimum of four months to a 

maximum of five years. The length of the journey was reportedly primarily affected by (i) 

the need to collect the necessary economic resources to move ahead, (ii) the length of 

time young people were kept in detention (either in official or non-official detention 

centres), and to a lesser extent, (iii) the limited access to information or to the smuggling 

network.  

Figure 5: Map of respondents’ journeys  

 

Note: the map displays the journeys undertaken by 80 of the 81 respondents. Transportation means used are 

indicated when information is available.  

1. Young people’s mobility: investigating decision-making along the 
journey 

How young people access information along the journey 

Once the decision to leave is made, young people start organising their journeys, and 

collect information about best routes, transportation means, resources needed and 

challenges expected. While no significant difference could be found across age groups, 

the transfer of information seemed particularly influenced by the region of origin of the 

selected participants. Despite some similarities in the route taken (97% of respondents 

transited through Libya), respondents presented significant differences in terms of type 

and timing of access to information along the journey across the three regions of origin. 
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As previously discussed, with the exception of Eritreans, who reportedly gathered 

information on online platforms about desert and sea crossing, young people on the 

move showed a relatively limited level of awareness of the hardships of the journey.    

Respondents from West Africa reported having left their country of origin with the 

expectation of obtaining the necessary information about the journey at the closest 

stopover, or in a few cases, checking information about bus schedules online. However, 

practical arrangements, transportation means and trajectories were defined as the journey 

unfolded.  

During secondary movements, and when in countries of transit, young people on the 

move from West Africa reportedly relied most on actors of the migration 

“industry”79 to collect information along the journey. Bus stations in cities in Mali, 

Burkina Faso and Niger were described as the main information hubs for West 

African respondents. Drivers, coxeurs,80 and intermediaries from the migration 

“industry” reportedly acted as the main information sources for young people originating 

from West African countries.  

“In Senegal, at the bus stop there are people that are directing people on the move, helping 

them to find the next transportation means to continue their journey.”81  

Smugglers contacted through family members served as the main source of information 

for young people from East Africa and the Middle East. Furthermore, young people from 

the Middle East who had to decide on their secondary movements once in Europe, 

indicated friends’ advice as the most trustworthy information source.  

What informs young people’s decisions along the journey  

In a large number of cases, the decision to move to Italy was secondary, and was 

made months or even years after the first decision to leave the country of origin. As 

recently underlined by other reports and studies,82 a large number of people arrived in 

Europe after having spent one year or more in a country different from the country of 

origin.  

Figure 6: Italy as a country of transit, first or secondary destination, by region of origin 

 

Note: 32 respondents reported having left their country of origin with the aim of reaching Italy (22 from West 

Africa, and 10 from East Africa), for 30 respondents (22 from West Africa, 5 from East Africa and 6 from the 

Middle East) Italy was a country of second destination; 13 respondents still consider Italy as a country of 

transit (3 from West Africa and 3 from the Middle East). Data was not available for all young people 

interviewed.  

                                                      

79 Migration “industry” is defined as “the clusters and networks of travel agents, lawyers, bankers, labour 
recruiters, brokers, interpreters and housing agents, as well as human smugglers and traffickers, which have an 
interest in and tend to facilitate the continuation of migration” in de Haas (2010), The Internal Dynamics of 
Migration Processes: A Theoretical Inquiry, in The Journal of Ethnic and Migration Studies, vol. 36(10), 29 June 
2010. 
80 Coxeurs are people taking advantage of the migration “industry” charging fees for information and ticket 
provision to people in transit. 
81 G_1821_02, Gambian, male, 17 years old.  
82 See among others: REACH (2017) Children on the Move in Italy and Greece, June 2017 and IOM (2017) 
Analysis: Flow Monitoring Surveys, July 2017. 
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The first country of destination in these cases was either another European state, a North 

African country (Egypt, Algeria and Libya) or a neighbouring country. As the journey 

unfolded, young people’s decisions to go to Italy were mainly driven by information 

about (i) quality of life and opportunities in Italy, (ii) the deterioration of the security 

situation in North Africa, and (iii) migration policy barriers.  

Figure 7: Main reported drivers for secondary movement to Italy, by region of origin 

 Quality of life and 
opportunities in Italy 

Deterioration of the 
security situation in 

North Africa 

Migration policy 
barriers 

East Africa       

Middle East       

West Africa       

Note: 16 respondents indicated that they considered “quality of life and opportunity in Italy” as the main 

driver for their secondary movement; for 21 respondents, the “deterioration of the security situation in North 

Africa” was the key factor leading their decision to come to Italy; 7 respondents referred to migration policy 

barriers such us repatriation, visa restrictions and border closure.  

Moving from a neighbouring country 

The most reported reasons for moving to a neighbouring country were linked to 

abrupt events or the prospect of conscription (for Eritreans). While no significant 

difference could be found across age groups in terms of the reasons for initially moving to 

the neighbouring country, children added that the decision was linked to the wish to 

reunite with their families at some point.  

The time of residence in the neighbouring country varied widely and the decision to move 

on to the next stop was prompted by information originating from friends, word of mouth 

or employers, which built up expectations of a better life and work opportunities in 

Europe. Burkina Faso, Côte d’Ivoire, Sudan and Saudi Arabia were reported as first 

countries of destination by respondents originating from Guinea, Eritrea and Somalia.  

Deterioration of the security situation 

Young people on the move from West African countries reported having initially 

chosen to move to Libya because of transfers of information on greater availability 

of job opportunities. This finding is confirmed by other recent studies.83 The situation 

of widespread violence was reported as generally unexpected by young people of all 

ages from West Africa who had decided to move to Libya for work reasons. When 

informed about the risks, the general information received by young people on the 

move did not act as a deterrent. Information on the situation in Libya mainly covered 

the risk of being robbed by armed groups. One respondent from West Africa also reported 

having been informed by his first smuggler about the risk of being kidnapped. In these 

cases, respondents declared that they had no other choice. Respondents also added that 

their expectations did not match the hardship of the conditions encountered.  

Algeria was reported as first country of destination by young people on the move 

originating from francophone West African countries (in our sample, these include 

Côte d'Ivoire and Guinea). The language ties and related information flows about job 

opportunities in the country were reported as main incentives to migrate to Algeria. The 

presence of armed groups, the high-risk nature of jobs available and protection concerns 

were reported by respondents as the primary reasons causing them to reconsider Algeria 

as a destination and move onward to Europe.  

                                                      

83 See among others: REACH (2017) Children on the Move in Italy and Greece and IOM (2017) Displacement 
Tracking Matrix (DTM), Libya’s Migrant Report Round 10, April — May 2017. 

http://www.reachresourcecentre.info/system/files/resource-documents/reach_ita_grc_report_children_on_the_move_in_italy_and_greece_june_2017.pdf
http://migration.iom.int/docs/IOM%20DTM%20Libya%20Round%2010%20Migrant%20Report%20April%20-%20May%202017.pdf
http://migration.iom.int/docs/IOM%20DTM%20Libya%20Round%2010%20Migrant%20Report%20April%20-%20May%202017.pdf
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Young people from East Africa were more informed than West Africans about the 

risks of crossing Libya. In three cases, respondents had been informed by friends who 

had left before them about the risks of the journey. Egypt was indicated as the alternative 

and safest long stopover on the way to Europe.84 Egyptians smugglers were, however, 

considered by respondents as more expensive than their Libyan counterparts.85   

All the young Syrians interviewed (six cases) left Syria between 2011 and 2013 and 

resided in Libya or Egypt for up to five years, before eventually resorting to onward 

movement towards Italy. While Libya was indicated by all respondents as the initially 

intended destination, such a decision was rarely considered as definitive, and was highly 

influenced by information provided by a friend or family member already living in one of 

the two countries. In the case of a 20-year-old who left Syria with his family in October 

2012,86 an uncle hosting them in Egypt had dissuaded the family from continuing the 

journey to Libya – presumably at a time when the United Nations (UN)-backed 

government of Libya started enacting tighter border controls following the September 

attack on the United States (US) Mission in Benghazi.87  

All Syrian respondents who arrived in Italy after March 2016 passed through Libya. 

All of them were already in Libya (five cases) or Egypt (one case) since 2011-2012. The 

deterioration of the security situation in Libya reportedly drove their decision to 

come to Italy.   

“I didn’t want to go to Italy at first. I just wanted to go to a safer country, therefore I went to 

Côte d'Ivoire. But the risk of being repatriated was high, so I crossed Burkina Faso and I 

arrived to Niger. In Niger I made friends with a Malian boy who told me to go to Libya”.88 

Migration policy barriers  

Information on policy barriers, such as border controls, repatriation or restrictions 

imposed by migration policies was also mentioned among the factors affecting young 

people’s trajectories.  

At the border between Niger and Libya, where security checks were more stringent, 

smugglers attempted transiting through alternative, and often more dangerous, routes.89  

In the case of young people originating from the Middle East in particular, expected 

policy barriers along the way pushed them to contemplate alternative routes and 

destinations. ‘Migration policy’ was reported as the main factor driving young 

people originating from the Middle East who had entered Europe before March 

2016 to later come to Italy. Two Iraqi respondents who had originally planned to move 

to Northern European countries (notably Germany and Finland) reportedly decided to 

come to Italy, as their asylum applications were either rejected or delayed in their first 

intended country of destination.  

Among young people from the Middle East, findings confirm a tendency to favour 

available legal channels of migration.90 When regular options were no longer viable, 

respondents drew upon their trusted interpersonal networks to identify a possible 

smuggler, in an attempt to mitigate the risks associated with accessing irregular channels. 

This is well illustrated by the case of Syrians crossing into Libya via Egypt at a time 

when crossing borders was becoming increasingly difficult. After the closure of the 

                                                      

84 Reidy, Eric (2017) Eritrean Children who Cross Borders and Deserts Alone, IRIN News, July 2017. 
85 SU_1821_02, Sudan, male, 19 years old.  
86 SY_1821_02, Syrian, male, 20 years old 
87 IRIN (2013) Syrians Seeking Refuge in Libya, (May 2013). 
88 GC_1821_01, Guinea, male, 19 years old. 
89 IOM (2017) Displacement Tracking Matrix (DTM), Flow Monitoring Report - Niger - Report #2017-4.  
90 Such a tendency had been observed elsewhere with regards to Middle East nationalities. On this point: MMP 
(2017) Separated Families: Who Stays, Who Goes and Why?, April 2017. 

https://www.irinnews.org/feature/2017/07/27/eritrean-children-who-cross-borders-and-deserts-alone
http://reliefweb.int/report/libya/syrians-seeking-refuge-libya
https://drive.google.com/file/d/0B_hLuy9q1oXQSW5fSzFyN21XbXc/edit
http://migration.iom.int/docs/NIGER_IOM_FMP_04_April_2017_EN&FR.pdf
http://www.reachresourcecentre.info/system/files/resource-documents/mmp_report_separated_families_who_stays_who_goes_april_2017.pdf
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border between Libya and Egypt in 2013, the young Syrians interviewed reported having 

resorted to smugglers contacted via their relatives in Libya or Egypt. 

The fear of repatriation shaped the trajectories of a few young people coming from 

Guinea, urging them to undertake high risks in order to quickly re-define their journeys. 

One Somali reported having been repatriated from Saudi Arabia to Somalia.91 

Box 3: From countries of destination to countries of transit: Libya and Egypt in the 

experience of young Syrians 

All the young Syrians interviewed in this study had been long-term residents in Libya or Egypt, 

having studied or worked in either country for periods of up to five years. Almost all 

respondents had indicated Libya (four cases) or Egypt (two cases) as the countries where they 

thought they would settle either on a temporary or permanent basis. As recently highlighted by 

other reports,92 Syrians enjoy relatively better levels of economic and social capital compared to 

other communities of foreigners residing in the two North African countries. In comparison to 

West African respondents who have resided in Libya over the same period of time, Syrians 

appeared to have accessed a higher level of economic and social capital. These endowments 

may have increased their resilience to the mounting levels of insecurity in the country, delaying 

their secondary movement to Italy. Commenting on his life in Libya before the conflict, a 20-

year-old Syrian respondent from Aleppo admitted: “I had enough resources, food and money to 

live there. I also could send money to my family back home sometimes”.93 Similarly, good 

levels of integration within the host community can be gauged from several accounts: “The 

owner of the shop was very generous to us and “open minded”. They were a very powerful 

family. They helped us a lot. I could send some money to my family”.94   

 

Reconsidering migration trajectories 

However, the progressive erosion of the sense of security, as well as the growing stagnation of 

the Libyan economy after 2015, contributed to the consideration of crossing the sea to Italy as 

an option. This is well illustrated by the case of a 24-year-old Syrian who, having 

unsuccessfully attempted to cross the Egyptian-Libyan border by regular means, preferred to go 

to Jordan and request a visa through the help of a friend, instead of resorting to irregular means 

of transit.  

This case illustrates how the decision-making process of secondary mobility has gone through 

several stages and how the location threshold progressively fell.  Despite showing reluctance at 

the idea of leaving again: “The security situation began to deteriorate progressively since 2013. 

We could no longer go out at night. We would go straight home from work. We did not bring 

phones with us when we were going out. Then, between 2015 and 2017, work opportunities 

started dwindling more and more. Currency fluctuations and inflation were sky-high and 

people were no longer asking for my services. In 2017, the security situation worsened 

dramatically. I was still hesitant about leaving though”.95  

 

Catalysts of the final decision 

In this case, the departure of the respondent’s friends acted as the catalyst that accelerated a 

decision long postponed: “For the sea crossing, I did not pay. What happened is, I had 

accompanied my Syrian friends to the boat. They had decided to cross, but I was still hesitating, 

so I was not planning to follow them that day. However, the boat came back, as there were 

some issues with, I think, the Libyan Coast Guard. So, the smuggler brought the boat back to 

wait for another favourable moment to cross again. At that point, my friends insisted again that 

I go with them, so I [snuck] on the boat while the smuggler was distracted and we left again”.96 

                                                      

91 SO_1821_01, Somalia, male, 18 years old. 
92 The relatively better level of integration enjoyed by Syrians within the host community and the fact that many 
of them could rely on non-casual jobs is also documented elsewhere. 
93 SY_1821_01, Syrian, male, 20 years old. 
94 SY_1821_03, Syrian, male, 20 years old. 
95 SY_2224_02, Syrian, male, 24 years old. 
96 Ibid. 
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2. Resources and services affecting the linearity of the journey 

Beyond money: how social capital can offset limited economic resources  

Economic and social capital emerged as key determinants affecting the linearity of the 

journey, individual vulnerability and exposure to risks. Young people on the move 

interviewed in this study presented different levels of access to economic resources along 

the journey. Respondents from the Middle East generally reported higher levels of 

economic capital than young people from West and East Africa. When economic 

resources were lacking or not accessible, respondents reported having sought support 

from their personal networks, international organisations, faith-based entities and chance 

encounters. 

Access to economic resources was the main determinant of young people’s speed of 

movement along the journey. A large degree of awareness of the impact of endowment 

in economic capital was found among West African respondents. Young people on the 

move originating from West Africa often knew before leaving that the length of their 

journey would primarily depend on their ability to raise money in different countries of 

transit. 

 “If you have money you move fast from the starting point to the destination. My final 

destination was Italy, but I knew I would have to stop in the different countries on the way to 

work and pay for transportation”.97  

In two cases, access to economic resources also reportedly influenced the chosen trajectory. 

A Sudanese young person reported having decided to transit through Libya as he could not 

afford Egyptian smugglers, who were known to be more expensive.98  

Limited economic capital translated into higher vulnerability rather than reduced 

mobility, impacting duration of journey and safety. Exposure to different vulnerabilities 

depended on regions of origin. While for young people from West Africa a lack of 

economic resources implied higher vulnerability to job exploitation along the 

journey, for young East Africans, this translated into the risk of longer periods of 

detention, characterised by episodes of violence and torture in Libya. Respondents 

from the Middle East had access to greater economic resources during their journeys 

compared to respondents from the other two regions. 

“I stayed in Libya for three years because I was arrested three times and I needed to pay for my 

freedom.”99  

Social capital often reportedly compensated for the limited economic resources 

available to respondents, regardless of their region of origin. Family and friends in 

countries of origin and destination were important resources for young people on the 

move lacking the necessary economic capital either to start or to continue their journeys.  

While the children mostly relied on family members to cope with the challenges 

encountered, youth also reported using ties of friendship as a resource. Respondents 

reported to have benefited from friends’ support either to identify a smuggler before the 

journey or to pay a ransom in detention.  

                                                      

97 G_1821_04, Gambia, male, 18 years old. 
98 SU_1821_02, Sudan, male, 19 years old. 
99SU_1821_02, Sudan, male, 19 years old. 
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Access to social capital reduced young people’s vulnerability to torture and 

detention. Young people who could not count on this type of capital experienced longer 

periods of detention and were more exposed to labour exploitation.  

“When I was detained and [my] life [was] threatened, [my friend] was really helpful because 

he collected money from his own and from his friends and sent all of those money to the 

smugglers.”100  

Some young people on the move recognised the supportive role of actors along the way: 

including the Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees 

(UNHCR), faith-based entities and fellow people on the move, who mostly provided 

material and moral support.  

Along migratory routes, even loose ties such as a shared nationality or language fostered 

solidarity that mitigated the effects of economic hardships in transit. 

 “In prison, I didn’t receive much food, almost nothing until the Blue United Nations came to 

deliver some items and food when negotiating with the authorities. Finally, the UN managed to 

bring us outside. […] The UN saved my life because in prison I would have been killed.”101  

In Libya, UNHCR operates within detention centres managed by the Department for 

Combating Illegal Migration (DCIM), as a partner of the Mixed Migration Working 

Group.102 Within the scope of these activities, UNHCR advocates for the release of 

persons of concern,103 including UASC and vulnerable individuals. Children also reported 

that UNHCR provided them with food and clothes in detention camps in Libya.  

Young people on the move originating from East Africa also reported having accessed 

UNHCR camps for refugees and Internally Displaced Persons (IDPs) in Sudan and 

Ethiopia.  

Service provision along the way: the ambiguous role of the migration 

“industry” 

When redefining trajectories, expected access to services was never reported as a key 

factor shaping young people’s decisions along the journey. The ability to access specific 

services, including transportation, accommodation and food, was found to be not only 

influenced by individual endowments in social and economic capital, but also to depend 

on the service supply structures accessed along the journey. Although access to 

transportation, accommodation or food provision was reported to be generally dominated 

by actors from the migration “industry”, the service supply structure differed widely 

across regions of origin.  

With few exceptions, the majority of respondents declared having relied on actors in the 

migration “industry” to access transportation and accommodation services. In the 

remaining cases, networks of family and friends or chance encounters provided access to 

accommodation and food. 

                                                      

100 E_1821_01, Eritrean, male, 19 years old. 
101 G_1517_02, Gambia, male, 17 years old. 
102 The working group, comprised of UN agencies and NGOs, aims to ensure effective coordination of protection 
and assistance to migrants and refugees in detention centres, in urban areas, along the mixed migration routes 
from southern to northern Libya, and in rescue at sea situations. 
103 The Libyan authorities only recognize the following nationalities and groups as “coming from refugee-
producing countries”: Oromo Ethiopians, Eritreans, Iraqis, Somalis, Syrians, Palestinians, and Sudanese from 
Darfur. Accordingly, UNHCR is only permitted by the local authorities to register those hailing from these groups 
or nationalities as refugees. Please see: UNHCR (2017), Expanded Response in Libya 2017: Supplementary 
Appeal January – December 2017, 8.  

 

http://reporting.unhcr.org/sites/default/files/UNHCR%20Expanded%20Response%20in%20Libya%20Supplementary%20Appeal%20-%20Jan-Dec%202017%20--%20May%202017_1.pdf
http://reporting.unhcr.org/sites/default/files/UNHCR%20Expanded%20Response%20in%20Libya%20Supplementary%20Appeal%20-%20Jan-Dec%202017%20--%20May%202017_1.pdf
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The migration “industry” differs widely across respondents’ regions of origin.  

Young people from the Middle East reported that the first smuggler they contacted 

arranged the whole journey, and thus, remained the main point of contact throughout the 

journey to Europe. Conversely, in East and West Africa, a cluster of travel agents, labour 

recruiters, intermediaries, housing agents and drivers supported local smugglers in 

providing incentives and facilitating or undermining (increasing vulnerability risks) 

young people’s journeys.  

In West Africa, a greater number of stakeholders played roles in the migration 

process. Drivers, labour recruiters, housing providers, smugglers and other intermediaries 

offered a variety of services within specific locations. As such, while young people on the 

move from East Africa and the Middle East could reportedly access a set of combined 

services covering the full journey from the country of origin to the intended destination, 

respondents from West Africa reportedly needed to resort to different actors to access the 

services needed at each stopover.  

Compared to West Africans, the journey of young people from East Africa seemed 

to be more organised, with smugglers taking care of accommodation - usually in 

warehouses - and providing food to their clients. However, access to food and water 

was reported to be often scarce or lacking, especially at bus stops in countries of transit. 

In very few cases, all involving children, respondents reported begging for food and water 

in countries of transit.  

While Middle Eastern and East African respondents reported having mostly moved 

across North and East Africa with private means of transportation, including cars, 

pick-up trucks and trucks, West Africans relied on public transportation for a 

section of their journey. Pick-up trucks and trucks reportedly carried between 15 and 80 

people per trip. Public transportation was reportedly used to move to and from border 

cities, to and from capital cities, and across the Economic Community of West African 

States (ECOWAS).104 This falls in line with findings from recent data collection exercises 

conducted by the International Organization for Migration (IOM) and the Regional Mixed 

Migration Secretariat.105  

Accommodation along the journey was mostly provided by actors of the migration 

“industry”. In these cases, respondents reported having either been hosted at the driver’s, 

smuggler’s or employer’s house or within a “foyer”, “connection house” or “camp”. 

The number of people hosted in these buildings varied widely. Different levels of 

personal freedom, hygiene conditions and respect for human dignity were reported by 

respondents, and so further investigation is needed to draw lines between these 

accommodation types. This confirms the interconnection among the different actors of 

the migration “industry”, such as drivers, labour recruiters and employers.106  

Finally, 25% of respondents, predominantly from West Africa, reported having slept 

outdoors, in bus stations, construction sites and bushes or along the streets in cities of 

transit. Only respondents from East Africa and the Middle East could rely on friends and 

family for accommodation along the journey.  

                                                      

104 ECOWAS is a regional economic union of fifteen countries located in West Africa, including Benin, Burkina 
Faso, Cabo Verde, Côte d’Ivoire, The Gambia, Ghana, Guinea, Guinea Bissau, Liberia, Mali, Niger, Nigeria, 
Senegal, Sierra Leone and Togo. Since 2000, ECOWAS member States established a common passport, 
formally known as the ECOWAS travel certificate. 
105 IOM (2017) Displacement Tracking Matrix (DTM), Flow Monitoring Report - Niger - Report #2017-4, and 
Regional Mixed Migration Secretariat (2017), 4Mi. 
106 Le Point Afrique (2017) Le voyage d'un migrant guinéen #3 : la vie dans un foyer à Agadez, 30 October 
2017. 

https://drive.google.com/file/d/0B_hLuy9q1oXQSW5fSzFyN21XbXc/edit
https://drive.google.com/file/d/0B_hLuy9q1oXQSW5fSzFyN21XbXc/edit
http://4mi.regionalmms.org/4mi.html
http://afrique.lepoint.fr/videos/le-voyage-d-un-migrant-guineen-3-la-vie-dans-un-foyer-de-migrants-a-agadez-30-10-2015-1978288_2367.php
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Figure 8: Type of accommodation accessed by region of origin  

 

Note: Respondents could indicate more than one option per country of transit.  

In Libya, the majority of respondents reported having been provided with accommodation 

by one actor of the migration “industry”, such as their employer, smuggler or driver. 

Furthermore, detention centres in Libya were mentioned as the third type of facility were 

respondents stayed. Detention centres refer to official sites managed by the Department 

for Combating Illegal Migration (DCIM) and illegal prisons or compounds managed by 

armed groups. According to a recent report produced by IOM targeting foreigners 

residing long-term in Libya, the majority are accommodated in self-paid rented house-

units, while a notable remaining portion is hosted by their employer.107 This discrepancy 

with the accommodation types indicated by young people on the move suggests that there 

might be discrepancies in the types of accommodation accessed depending on the length 

of stay in the country.   

Figure 9: Type of accommodation accessed in Libya  

 

Note: 16 respondents reported having resided in accommodation provided by actors of the migration 

“industry”: 12 stayed in detention centres, 6 stayed outdoor, 5 stayed in rented houses, 2 stayed in 

accommodation provided by friends and family, and one other types of accommodation.  

This facilitating role of the migration “industry”, including smugglers, as service 

providers consistently emerged across all regions of origin and age groups. At the same 

time, exploitative and collusive practices were reported in several cases, showing how 

different actors can undermine young people’s freedom and well-being, reducing their 

mobility.  

When the smuggling network of East Africa reached a transnational scope, payment 

was often deferred to Libya.108 Almost all children and youth originating from East 

                                                      

107 IOM (2017) Displacement Tracking Matrix (DTM), Libya’s Migrant Report Round 10, April — May 2017. 
108 According to a recent report by the Regional Mixed Migration Secretariat (2017) and 4Mi, 76% of 
respondents declared not having paid for the journey prior to departure. 
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http://4mi.regionalmms.org/4mi.html
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Africa reported having been asked to pay only once they arrived in Libya. Smugglers 

defer the payment in order to (i) increase the price, (ii) encourage people who declare not 

being able to afford the cost of the service to agree on their services and (iii) increase 

their negotiation power. Once in Libya, through detention, violence and torture, people 

who initially acted as smugglers force their victims to hand over all their savings and to 

mobilise their network of friends and family to pay the ransom.  

On the routes from West Africa, drivers working at the border between Niger and 

Libya have reportedly started to employ the same practice of deferring payment 

until Libya in collusion with armed groups and Libyan-based smugglers. West 

African children reported having been offered a ride for free from Niger to Libya, as the 

drivers knew that they could force a higher fee from them once in Libya by detaining the 

child and demanding a ransom from their families.  

“In Niger, when I told him I did not have enough money to pay for the entire trip, he replied I 

did not have to pay immediately, but I could go and work there to raise the money to repay the 

journey.”109  

In West Africa, the roles of smugglers, labour recruiters, drivers and housing 

providers in the migration “industry” were often blurred, both facilitating and 

undermining young people’s mobility. In the journeys of some young people who 

arrived in Italy since March 2016, intermediaries in countries of transit cooperated with 

labour recruiters in Libya, in order to ensure a stable workforce flow to Libyan 

employers. In some cases, young people were reportedly sold to Libyan people who 

exploited them.   

Bus stops were reported as the main contact locations in the migration process in West 

Africa. Labour recruiters, drivers and simple intermediaries gather in the surrounding 

areas of bus stops or in abandoned buildings where young people on the move may find 

temporary shelter. The majority of children interviewed reported having slept in the 

streets or in construction sites, and having felt at risk of being kidnapped (mostly in 

Algeria and Libya). Intermediaries cannot be defined as proper smugglers, but they act as 

recruiters and are responsible for gathering the number of people needed for drivers and 

householders to make the desired profit.110 

Similarly, once in Libya, labour recruiters suggested that respondents travel to Italy 

and offered to pay the sea crossing fee on their behalf. As the risk of getting robbed in 

Libya is high, young people on the move reported having been pleased when their labour 

recruiter organised their trip to Italy and, at times, even sought this support. In these 

cases, labour recruiters played an ambiguous role: on the one hand, they facilitated young 

people’s mobility by providing access to economic resources - and sometimes 

accommodation - on the other hand, they exposed young people to the risks associated 

with the sea crossing. 

“I talked with Mohamed [my employer] and I told him that I did not want to stay in Libya 

anymore; he said that the best thing to do was to try to cross the sea and reach Italy. He told me 

not to worry, he would have arranged everything for me. Since then, for every day of work I 

received only 5 dinars, the rest [15 dinars] was kept by Mohamed to pay [for] the boat.”111 

In several reported cases, labour recruiters arranged the transportation without demanding 

money from the young person or deducting the money from his salary. In these cases, 

                                                      

109 GC_1517_04, Guinea, male, 17 years old. 
110 For further details on the smuggling networks, actors and roles, please refer to: Altai/IMPACT Initiatives 
(2017), Migration Trends in Libya: Changing Dynamics and Protection Challenges. 
111 N_18-21_05, Nigerian, male, 19 years old. 

http://www.altaiconsulting.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/.../LIB-HCR-MAS-Final-Report.pdf
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employers act as recruiters for smugglers controlling subsequent legs of the journey. The 

smuggling network payment methods suggest the presence of incentives for fuelling the 

system and ensuring active recruitment of young people on the move along all the stages 

of the journey. 

The growing awareness of the risk of getting robbed along the journey has also prompted 

the proliferation of cashiers, people in charge of handling the initial capital and 

transferring the money needed to pay for each leg upon request. Cashiers are mostly 

based in countries of origin, and gain the trust of potential people on the move by 

showing their knowledge of the risks entailed in the journey.  

In a few cases, respondents reported having been informed by the smuggler about the 

possibility of being kidnapped in Algeria. In one case, the smuggler offered to bail the 

respondent out in the event that he would get kidnapped in Libya. When in detention, 

participants reported having been threatened with death or organ trafficking, regardless of 

their age and region of origin.  

The migration “industry” emerged as the main service provider, offering a variety of 

services, which were sometimes combined in order to cover transnational transit routes. 

The actors of the migration “industry” were, as a result, often described as facilitating 

young people’s mobility. Nevertheless, the line between smuggling and trafficking is 

often blurred. In the shift from the former to the latter, the person becomes a traded 

commodity rather than a client.112 Perception of the exploitation involved in trafficking 

did vary across respondents, and was mainly due to differing perceptions of individual 

freedom.  

 

 

 

  

                                                      

112 MHub (2015) Conditions and Risks of Mixed Migration In North East Africa, Study 2, November 2015. 

https://data2.unhcr.org/en/documents/download/46439
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Conclusions 

 

1. In line with a growing literature recognising young people’s agency in migration, 

this study found that young people on the move are decision-making individuals 

with a set of interests and aspirations. What turns young people’s perceptions 

of the broader security, political and economic considerations into the actual 

decision to leave is often a specific event related to personal or household 

issues (West Africa) or a concrete violation of human rights or threat to their 

physical integrity (East Africa and the Middle East).  

2. The findings indicate that young people’s levels of preparedness for the 

journey are mixed. While most people try to gather enough information and 

economic resources to cover at least the first part of the journey (mainly the 

transportation costs), information – mostly provided by interpersonal networks – 

can be inaccurate and even misleading. Counting on the support of friends and 

family can mitigate the economic and psychological costs of the journey. 

3. While much emphasis is generally placed on economic resources, the 

findings indicate the multifaceted role of social capital for young people 

before their journeys. Firstly, networks of acquaintances and family members 

play an informative role both directly and indirectly, thus influencing young 

people’s choice to reach one destination over another. Secondly, starting from the 

preparatory phase of the journey, some young people know that their networks of 

acquaintances and family members could work as a substitute for scarce 

economic resources during the journey. Finally, besides providing material 

support in sharing the costs of the journey, family and friends can alleviate the 

psychological costs of departure and can represent an important resource in the 

face of hardships experienced during the journey.  

4. Access to economic resources affects the length and the fragmentation of 

young people’s journeys. While this is a strong determinant of young people’s 

speed of movement, relying on strong social relations can facilitate access to 

information and reduce young people’s vulnerability.  

5. Expected access to services was never reported as a key factor shaping 

young people’s decisions along the journey. Service provision differs widely 

across regions of origins, with young people from East Africa and the Middle 

East more easily accessing a set of transnational, combined services. In West 

Africa, information and service provision is more fragmented. Practical 

arrangements, transportation means and trajectories were defined as the journey 

unfolded.  

6. The wide range of actors of the migration “industry”, from drivers to labour 

employers and accommodation providers play an ambivalent role. On the 

one hand, they facilitate young people’s mobility by providing them services to 

circumvent migration policy barriers. On the other hand, the line between 

smuggling and trafficking is often blurred. Young people are often treated as a 

commodity, and their movement is sometimes influenced by collusion among the 

different actors benefiting from the sustained flow of people. As drivers turn into 

kidnappers, labour providers into exploiters, and accommodation providers into 

jailers, young people see their individual freedom and agency over their mobility 

restrained.   
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Recommendations 

These recommendations build upon existing sources and literature pertaining to children 

and youth on the move and are further informed by the findings of the current study.  

Advocacy and messaging 

- Design advocacy campaigns informed by youth-specific needs and behaviours in 

information seeking.  

- Build a larger evidence base on the situation and needs of children and youth on 

the move. 

- Engage with information and platforms that highlight opportunities available at 

countries of origin as alternatives to irregular movements.  

- Promote, encourage and support dialogue, exchange and information that enable 

stakeholders to discuss norms, values and attitudes on child and youth rights and 

development. 

Address root causes 

- Governments and other stakeholders need to address root causes that lead 

children and youth to leave home.  

- Reduce vulnerability of youth at origin countries through the creation and 

expansion of safe and regular jobs and opportunities, skills trainings and 

technical education for youth in countries of origin.  

- Create safe and regular channels for migration, including expanded options for 

family reunification. 

Treatment of UASC by transit and destination countries 

- The General Comment no. 6 by the Committee on the Rights of the Child: 

“Treatment of unaccompanied and separated children outside their country of 

origin” should guide the practices of States when dealing with UASC.  

Elimination of detention 

- Immediately end detention of children for immigration purposes and develop 

alternatives to detention.  

- Alternatives to detention for young adults should be urgently sought and 

implemented. 

Protection of youth from trafficking and other exploitation 

- Governments of origin, transit and destination countries need to strengthen their 

capacities to investigate and successfully prosecute criminal groups involved in 

the trafficking or smuggling of youth.  

- Ensure the protection of youth on the move from prosecution for involvement in 

irregular movement.  

- States should build the capacity of labour inspectors to protect the rights of 

working children and youth, including by keeping their activities separate from 

immigration control and enforcement, and by facilitating access to assistance and 

justice for youth on the move.   

Best Interest of the Child 

- The best interests of the child should be central to all decisions undertaken in 

source, transit and destination countries. 
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- Child rights-based approaches should be mainstreamed into national legislation, 

programmes, policies and practices.  

- Children should be recognised as children first, regardless of their immigration 

status.  
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Annex 1: List of respondents 

Form ID 
Age 

group 

Country of 

origin 

Region of 

origin 
Interview location 

A_2224_01 22-24 Afghanistan Middle East Lombardy 

E_1517_01 15-17 Eritrea East Africa Sicily 

E_1517_02 15-17 Eritrea East Africa Sicily 

E_1517_03 15-17 Eritrea East Africa Sicily 

E_1821_01 18-21 Eritrea East Africa Latium 

E_1821_02 18-21 Eritrea East Africa Lombardy 

E_1821_03 18-21 Eritrea East Africa Lombardy 

E_1821_04 18-21 Eritrea East Africa Emilia-Romagna 

E_2224_01 22-24 Eritrea East Africa Latium 

E_2224_02 22-24 Eritrea East Africa Latium 

E_2224_03 22-24 Eritrea East Africa Emilia-Romagna 

E_2224_04 22-24 Eritrea East Africa Latium 

G_1517_01 15-17 Gambia West Africa Sicily 

G_1517_02 15-17 Gambia West Africa Sicily 

G_1517_03 15-17 Gambia West Africa Sicily 

G_1517_04 15-17 Gambia West Africa Sicily 

G_1517_05 15-17 Gambia West Africa Sicily 

G_1821_01 18-21 Gambia West Africa Sicily 

G_1821_02 18-21 Gambia West Africa Sicily 

G_1821_03 18-21 Gambia West Africa Latium 

G_1821_04 18-21 Gambia West Africa Sicily 

G_1821_05 18-21 Gambia West Africa Emilia-Romagna 

G_1821_06 18-21 Gambia West Africa Latium 

G_1821_07 18-21 Gambia West Africa Emilia-Romagna 

G_1821_08 18-21 Gambia West Africa Latium 

G_2224_01 22-24 Gambia West Africa Sicily 

G_2224_02 22-24 Gambia West Africa Emilia-Romagna 

G_2224_03 22-24 Gambia West Africa Latium 

G_2224_04 22-24 Gambia West Africa Emilia-Romagna 

GC_1517_01 15-17 Guinea  West Africa Sicily 

GC_1517_02 15-17 Guinea  West Africa Sicily 

GC_1517_03 15-17 Guinea  West Africa Sicily 

GC_1517_04 15-17 Guinea  West Africa Sicily 

GC_1517_05 15-17 Guinea  West Africa Emilia-Romagna 

GC_1821_01 18-21 Guinea  West Africa Sicily 

GC_1821_02 18-21 Guinea  West Africa Sicily 

GC_1821_03 18-21 Guinea West Africa Lombardy 

GC_2224_01 22-24 Guinea  West Africa Emilia-Romagna 

GC_2224_02 22-24 Guinea  West Africa Emilia-Romagna 

I_1821_01 18-21 Iraq Middle East Latium 

I_2224_01 22-24 Iraq Middle East Latium 

IC_1517_01 15-17 Côte d'Ivoire West Africa Sicily 

IC_1517_02 15-17 Côte d'Ivoire West Africa Sicily 



Youth on the Move 
   

38    M I X E D  M I G R A T I O N  P L A T F O R M                                  M I X E D  M I G R A T I O N  H U B  

Form ID 
Age 

group 

Country of 

origin 

Region of 

origin 
Interview location 

IC_1517_03 15-17 Côte d'Ivoire West Africa Sicily 

IC_1517_03 15-17 Côte d'Ivoire West Africa Lombardy 

IC_1821_01 18-21 Côte d'Ivoire West Africa Emilia-Romagna 

IC_1821_02 18-21 Côte d'Ivoire West Africa Emilia-Romagna 

IC_1821_03 18-21 Côte d'Ivoire West Africa Sicily 

N_1517_01 15-17 Nigeria West Africa Sicily 

N_1517_02 15-17 Nigeria West Africa Sicily 

N_1517_03 15-17 Nigeria West Africa Sicily 

N_1517_04 15-17 Nigeria West Africa Sicily 

N_1517_05 15-17 Nigeria West Africa Sicily 

N_1517_06 15-17 Nigeria West Africa Latium 

N_1517_07 15-17 Nigeria West Africa Latium 

N_1821_01 18-21 Nigeria West Africa Sicily 

N_1821_02 18-21 Nigeria West Africa Sicily 

N_1821_03 18-21 Nigeria West Africa Sicily 

N_1821_04 18-21 Nigeria West Africa Emilia-Romagna 

N_1821_05 18-21 Nigeria West Africa Latium 

N_2224_01 22-24 Nigeria West Africa Emilia-Romagna 

N_2224_02 22-24 Nigeria West Africa Emilia-Romagna 

N_2224_03 22-24 Nigeria West Africa Latium 

SO_1517_01 15-17 Somalia East Africa Sicily 

SO_1821_01 18-21 Somalia East Africa Lombardy 

SO_1821_02 18-21 Somalia East Africa Lombardy 

SO_1821_03 18-21 Somalia East Africa Lombardy 

SU_1821_01 18-21 Sudan East Africa Latium 

SU_1821_02 18-21 Sudan East Africa Latium 

SU_1821_03 18-21 Sudan East Africa Sicily 

SU_1821_03 18-21 Sudan East Africa Sicily 

SU_1821_04 18-21 Sudan East Africa Sicily 

SU_2224_01 22-24 Sudan East Africa Latium 

SU_2224_02 22-24 Sudan East Africa Sicily 

SU_2224_03 22-24 Sudan East Africa Sicily 

SY_1821_01 18-21 Syria Middle East Latium 

SY_1821_02 18-21 Syria Middle East Latium 

SY_1821_03 18-21 Syria Middle East Latium 

SY_2224_01 22-24 Syria Middle East Sicily 

SY_2224_02 22-24 Syria Middle East Sicily 

SY_2224_03 22-24 Syria Middle East Latium 
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