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Introduction 
In recent years researchers have begun to pay increasing attention to the circumstances of unaccompanied minors or separated children: children and young people under the age of 18 who are “outside of their country of origin and separated from both parents, or their previous legal / customary primary caregiver” (Separated Children in Europe Programme, 2004, p. 2).
  Records suggest that the first unaccompanied minor entered the Irish state in 1996. Since then, an increasing number of professionals and service providers have come into contact with this population group. Within various disciplines practice wisdom suggests that these young people are faced with a host of challenges, relating to their pre-migration experiences, their journeys from their countries of origin to Ireland, and their post-migration lives. Internationally, research findings lend evidence to these suggestions. They draw attention to experiences of oppressive circumstances and armed conflict prior to exile, abuse and exploitation en-route to Ireland, and loss of culture and loved ones and the challenges of the asylum and care systems whilst living in Ireland and other countries (Ayotte, 2000; Rea, 2001; Kohli & Mather, 2003; Thomas et al., 2004; Hopkins & Hill, 2006; Chase et al., 2008). Some authors have tended to focus on the vulnerability of these young people (Bean et al., 2007; Hodes et al., 2008; Rea, 2001) while others have highlighted their resilience (Robins & Rylands, unpublished data
; Wallin & Ahlström, 2005; Kohli, 2006a; Ní Raghallaigh & Gilligan, 2010). 

Within discussions of vulnerability and resilience within the wider refugee literature, attention is often drawn to the risk associated with isolation and the strength that can be gleaned from social support and friendship networks. For example, in discussing the coping strategies of a sample of refugee youth in the United States, Miller et al (2008) draw attention to the importance of a supportive parent with whom open communication is possible and the importance of supportive peers, particularly those of the same ethnic group. However, research in various countries has shown that refugees often suffer as a result of the loss of social networks and that they encounter difficulties in replacing these networks in the host country (e.g. Bennett & Detzner, 1997; McMichael & Manderson, 2004; Miller et al., 2002; Smyth & Whyte, 2005; Stanley, 2001; Vekic, 2003; Wade et al., 2005). Frequent reference is made in the literature to the myriad of losses, including the loss of relationships, experienced by unaccompanied minors (Delaney, 2006; German, 2004). Whether these losses are as a result of death or separation, the social worlds of unaccompanied minors become seriously disrupted. Family and friends are left behind in countries of origin. Although at times contact is maintained with loved ones, such contact is often infrequent and minimal in nature. Often, no contact is maintained at all (Ayotte, 2002). Unlike other refugee children, unaccompanied minors usually begin their new lives knowing nobody around them and faced with the challenge of complete recreation of their social networks – a daunting task.

Yet, despite the obvious importance of these issues, within research little in-depth attention has been paid to the nature of the relationships in the lives of unaccompanied minors. Several studies have made reference to unaccompanied minors being mutually supportive of each other (e.g. Goodman, 2004; Rousseau et al., 1998; Stanley, 2003; Summerfield, 2000). In general, however, research suggests that these young people experience loneliness and a lack of social support (McCrea, 2003). The views of unaccompanied minors have been elicited in studies by Hopkins & Hill (2006), Robins & Rylands (unpublished), Vekic (2003), and Wade et al. (2005) (amongst others) and these authors have highlighted the social isolation faced by many unaccompanied minors in different countries and the corresponding lack of social support that they experience.  This chapter will attempt to develop our understanding of the continuity and change experienced by these young people in the realm of relationships. Drawing on Ph.D. research undertaken with unaccompanied minors living in the Republic of Ireland, the chapter will look at the young people’s narratives concerning family and friends in their countries of origin, the changes in their relationships since moving to Ireland, the roles played by their friends, and the comfort provided by a continuous friendship with God. 

In choosing a methodology for this study particular attention was paid to the fact that asylum seekers and refugees often find it difficult to trust those around them (Daniel & Knudsen, 1995; Robinson, 2002), that, potentially, the study involved sensitive or “deeply personal” (Lee & Renzetti, 1993, p. 6) topics, and that rather than seeking facts and causes of social phenomenon, the subjective experiences of unaccompanied young people were being explored. A qualitative methodology was adopted, as it was deemed most appropriate in terms of these considerations. A decision was made to engage in participant observation in one of the hostels where unaccompanied minors live, primarily in order to attempt to build relationships with the young people, but secondarily in order to gain a deeper understanding of their lives from spending some time in their places of residence. In addition, qualitative interviews with 32 young people took place, some of whom were residents of the hostel and some of whom lived elsewhere, throughout Ireland. In general, the interviews were conducted in English. In instances where young people had limited English, the author offered to have an interpreter present. However, this offer was only taken up by one young person. While this probably reflects the fact that most unaccompanied minors living in Ireland tend to speak English well, it may also be the case that some young people simply chose not to participate because of their limited English language abilities and the obvious difficulties in communicating through an interpreter. 

In arranging and conducting the interviews much attention was paid to ethical issues. Before interviewing the young people informed consent was obtained from the Health Service Executive (the statutory body responsible for their care) and from the young people themselves. During each interview every effort was made to ensure that the process did not cause harm to the participant. The specific strategies that were adopted included making efforts to put the participant at ease through small talk prior to the commencement of the interview, not asking the young person why he or she had come to Ireland but instead allowing them to chose whether or not to reveal this information, and displaying empathy and unconditional acceptance throughout the process (Bertrand, 2000). At the end of each interview participants were provided with a voucher as a token of appreciation.


The 32 interview participants included 14 males and 18 females. They ranged in aged from 14 to 19 years at the time of interview and consisted of 23 Christians and 9 Muslims. The young people came from 13 different countries. However, in order to protect their identities, details of the specific countries of origin are not provided here. Instead, table 1 below indicates the regions from which they came.

Table 1. Regions of Origin of Interview Participants

	Region of Origin
	Number

	Eastern Africa
	14

	Western Africa
	13

	Middle Africa
	2

	Southern Africa
	1

	Western Asia
	1

	Eastern Europe
	1



The remainder of this chapter will be based on the data which emerged from the interviews. The findings will be presented using direct quotations from the participants, privileging the voices of the individuals who took part.


Family and Friends at home: ‘Ordinary’ Lives
Initially, in the interviews with this study’s participants, negative pictures of the past were painted: the young people narrated stories of poverty, conflict, and lack of opportunity, as well as other difficult experiences. However, with further exploration more positive descriptions also emerged. By deliberately not focusing on reasons for departure, this research allowed the participants to talk about what Kohli (2006b) has termed the more “ordinary aspects of their past lives” (p. 715), many of which were positive in nature. These circumstances are crucially important to understand if we are to seek to fully appreciate where these young people have come from, to what extent their lives have changed as a result of leaving home, and the many strengths that they possess. Within descriptions of relationships with family members, friends and neighbours, we glean important insights into aspects of every day life prior to departure, information that is seldom present in the literature relating to unaccompanied minors or other forced migrant groups.

In describing their daily lives at home, some of the participants made frequent references to their parents and to other family members, whilst others did not wish to talk about their families at all, choosing to be “silent” (Kohli, 2006b), as is often the case with unaccompanied minors. Of those who chose to speak openly it was evident that some had been close to their parents and had positive memories of these relationships, whilst others had grown up in situations in which their parents were abusive or in situations where they did not have much contact with them. While occasionally the young people directly described how they felt about family members, more frequently their feelings for their parents, siblings and extended family members became evident through general conversations about everyday life. The participants talked about eating meals with family members, going to religious services together, helping with household chores, listening to stories told by their parents, and playing and conversing with siblings and with friends. One boy, who seemed to have had a particularly close relationship with his mother before she was killed, described how they used to spend their time together:

What kind of things we would … She would read me stories, she would, we would play games, cards … eh, we would cook, you know, we would … 

Descriptions like this one highlighted the multiple roles played by significant people in the pre-departure lives of the participants. Young people described how parents and other family members (siblings, grandparents, etc.) played with them, cooked meals for them, helped with homework, chatted, and listened to them when they had problems or worries. One boy described how his father often told him stories about the history of his country and about life before the war began. Also, parents and other older family members gave guidance and advice which helped to direct the behaviour of the participants. In particular, mothers were mentioned as people to whom the young people went when they needed help or support. In other cases, fathers got a particular mention. One girl, whose father’s actions ultimately placed her life in danger, also recounted more ‘ordinary’ elements of her relationship with him. She talked about approaching him instead of her mother when she wanted something:
Well … it seems strange, but … I seemed to get closer to my Dad than my Mum. When I was growing up. My Dad is very harsh. But … my Dad is harsh, my Mum is a disciplinaire. You understand. Why? … My Dad could beat me, like, once in six months. My Mum would beat me every day. […]So I tend to get closer to my… I seem to get comfortable with my Dad than with my Mum like. Most of the things, like, if I want anything, I usually goes to my Dad.[…]. I’m close to him. You know.

Elsewhere, some young people described close relationships with siblings. One boy, whose father had to leave his country when he was twelve, became very close to his older brother following his father’s departure:

The only the person, can talk to me is my brother and the only person can talk to my brother, that’s me. We understand each other very well, you know. Actually, I love my brother more than my father and my mother. Because the time my father leave my country, you know, four years ago … four years ago, I was eleven …  twelve, and my brother helped me a lot, you know.

As well as talking about time spent with family members in their countries of origin, the young people made frequent references to neighbours and friends. In describing the life left behind, many of the participants talked about the existence of a sense of community that had been a part of their home cultures. They talked about how people socialised informally by dropping in to see their friends whenever they wanted to do so. Some spoke about spending their evenings at home visiting neighbours. Companionship, and the support associated with it (Cohen & Wills, 1985), had usually been effortlessly available. Having a sense of community also meant that help was easily available when needed. The young people talked about neighbours helping their families out in times of need. A male participant described how it was “normal” for him to drop into his friend’s house for dinner, if he was hungry, or for his family to borrow money from their neighbours. Another participant mentioned how neighbours would come and “console you” or would give you a “kilo of milk” or other food items if needed, thus providing both nurturant and instrumental support (Cutrona, 2000). 

In describing their friendships at home, the young people often spoke about what they did when spending time with friends. While some ‘extraordinary’ events were mentioned – living on the streets with friends, fleeing to a friend’s house when parents were murdered, playing football together in a military area - a strong sense of ‘ordinary’ life with friends was evident throughout their narratives. One girl described what she did at weekends:

Ehh, I have to go to my friend’s place. Have a chat. Play around. Go back home. Just discuss about what happened on Friday in school. [Laughs] You know.

When asked about his friends, a male participant said the following:

You know, like they are friends, you meet them at school, like you, they help you with some homeworks if you need help, but, you know, I didn’t need help with homework or anything like that. They would help, they would help other friends, so. Like, we would chat, laugh, play around,

Within narratives of friendship many of the participants depicted their parents or other caregivers as strict disciplinarians, who ensured that their behaviour was tightly controlled and that they were protected from ‘Western influences’ (for example drinking, smoking, and having boyfriends or girlfriends). However, whilst parents, caregivers, and society generally attempted to exert strong control on the lives of the young people, they were not always successful. Although some of the young people described not daring to disobey their parents for fear of the consequences, many described a type of “secret life” (Miller et al., 2008, p. 14) spent with siblings and friends. While Miller et al. (2008) use this concept to describe how young refugees negotiate life in exile, this current research suggests that such lives may often exist prior to exile also. Within this ‘secret life’, the rules set down by family and the norms of society were broken. However, attempts were made to hide such behaviour from parents and from the community at large. For instance, many of the youngsters described how people of their age – including themselves, siblings or friends - often had girlfriends or boyfriends in secret. In relation to this, one girl’s narrative suggested that secrecy represented a way of escaping from the“control” that parents tried to exert on their children. From her point of view this differed from her new life in Ireland:

It’s just different because your mother and your father controlling you and you can’t go with some boy […] And you can’t go with some man. If they see you they can kill you, you know. And they can beat you. And if you are going with your boyfriend you have to go secret. You can’t show them anybody, you know?
Disobeying rules and doing things in secret meant that many of the young people had memories of getting into trouble with their parents for things that they did with siblings or with friends. Amongst other things, they described instances where they stayed out later than they were allowed in the evening, where they went to the cinema when children were not allowed to do so, when they were disrespectful towards teachers, and when they played in areas which their parents perceived to be dangerous because of conflict or other circumstances. The young people tended to describe these memories rather nostalgically, despite the obvious discord that had been involved at the time. From the vantage point of their new worlds, where parents were absent, these instances were remembered fondly. This was evident from the animated way in which one Muslim boy described what he did on a Friday, when he had no school:
When I woke up, I would be like, I had breakfast, watch about my Dad, and then if he’s not in, I just go out with my friends. [Laughs] And play football in, in the beach and come back to lunch… Then I’ll go to sleep, then I’ll woke  up around three or three thirty. Then I’ll go out and play football. Then sometimes if I came home around seven I will be in trouble because I’m late. I have to be home around six. Six pm. […] Every Friday I was in trouble. [Laughs]. I ___ I go to beach like. And if my Dad hears that I was in the beach or like if, if he, because he can see like, the sea sand in your sandals…
Relationships in Ireland: The absence of parents and the importance of Friends
Within their descriptions of life in Ireland, the young people spoke of missing family members from home. These descriptions gave insight not only into the nature of their new life experience but also into how life had been previously. They talked about specific aspects of their relationships with people that they missed – often involving ‘ordinary’, everyday interactions with particular individuals. They missed spending time with these people and chatting to them, they missed playing and eating together, and they missed benefiting from the advice, guidance, and support of family members. Many of the young people talked about missing food from home, and, particularly, their mothers’ cooking. One boy spoke about the morning routines and interactions in his family home in his country of origin and how these differed from the mornings in the hostel where he now lived:
It’s not the same. […] The difference is like, you … Like, you know the way, like the, your mother tells you, like ‘Good morning. Blah, blah, blah. Did you have nice dream, like, blah, blah, blah’ You know, that kind of stuff. Which, which Jane,
 wouldn’t … I mean, which, you know Jane, on the staff? She wouldn’t come and ask you how was your dream, blah blah blah blah. Which, is, like a difference. Your mother is your mother, you know like. If, nobody can fill that position.


In the absence of parents and family members, it was evident that their roles were often replaced – to a degree - by professionals: for example Health Service Executive social workers and project workers
, teachers, hostel staff, care workers, or members of voluntary organisations. Indeed, many of the young people likened their social worker or project worker to their parents and expressed gratitude for the help that they received from them. However, they felt that these professionals could never adequately fill the positions of parents. One female participant talked about her project worker. Although she knew that she could turn to her for advice and support, she stated that she didn’t always “feel free to talk with her” because she knew that her project worker was listening to the problems of all the young people in the hostel. Instead, she longed to have someone of her own to talk to. Also, participants were aware that although professionals might genuinely care about them, they were being paid to be in this caring role. Their awareness of the limitations of these relationships echoed the concerns of a number of researchers about the danger of unaccompanied minors becoming dependent on professionals whilst remaining isolated from more informal supports (Stanley, 2001; Wade et al., 2005; Robins & Rylands, unpublished). One boy began by describing his social worker as “my first friend” and “like my parents”  – someone he could talk to and the only person he could trust. However, upon reflection the same participant acknowledged that the relationship was not a proper friendship:
But, I can’t say he’s my friend. Just, because is just, you know, is like, ehh, is like, taking responsibility for me. So he’s just like my guardian. That’s it. But, I need a friend. […]But if now I call my social worker, he’ll tell me, ‘oh wait until Monday. Or, I’ll, I’ll next week I’m not working’. You know? So that is work. So he is not a friend. He is just a guardian. […] It’s not a, it is not a relationship that one. It is just. I think it is a work thing. It’s just work.[…]. He is getting paid. Like, a friend, a real friend, a friend, he, he or she, she, he can’t be, nobody is paying to be my friend.

Often making such ‘real’ friends was not easy. Establishing relationships with Irish young people seemed particularly difficult. Several Irish studies on immigrant young people have highlighted the varying extent to which immigrant young people establish friendships with Irish young people and the varying nature of these relationships (Gilligan et al. 2009; Smyth et al. 2009). Both of these studies have also suggested that establishing relationships with Irish young people might be more difficult for immigrant young people who have arrived at an older age possible because friendship groups within schools have already been well established. The majority of this study’s 32 interview participants arrived in Ireland in their mid to late teens. Therefore, it is perhaps not surprising that few of them talked about friendships with Irish young people. Irish young people were perceived by many to be difficult to get to know and difficult to understand. One girl talked about not having the same “sense” of Irish people that she would have of people of her own ethnicity. She talked about knowing “how people act back home”, but not having this knowledge in relation to Irish people. However, those who had made friendships with Irish people recognised the value of these friendships. It was evident that these friends played particular roles. One participant commented that he was friendly with Irish young people in order “to know much things and to really get how to speak English”.  Another participant, whose friends were mainly Irish, described in humorous terms how he learnt about the norms of behaviour at a school “social”
:
But like … Do you know the way people like at social here and everything like that, then they go, just come to you… ‘do you want to shift
 my friend?’ and things like that. [Laughs] The first time I went out and they were like ‘do you want to shift my ….’ My friend was like, ehm … asking a girl. I was saying ‘are you stupid? She wouldn’t say yeah. Get real’. But he was like ‘Ah no, no. That’s the way we do here’. I thought he was joking or something like that. I was seeing like deep shit in the jungle (?), like ‘Wo!’ [Laughs]

Reflecting the findings of other research studies on unaccompanied minors in both the UK and in Ireland (Rea, 2001; Stanley, 2001; Vekic, 2003) the participants’ main friendships in Ireland were with other unaccompanied minors or other immigrant young people. The majority of the participants lived in hostel accommodation with other unaccompanied minors and cultivated friendships within these environments. Other research on asylum seeking children has also pointed to the making of friendships within shared accommodation settings (Anderson, 2001; Ní Loaire et al., 2009), thus pointing to a crucially important but usually unacknowledged role played by the hostel and direct provision systems. 
Although ‘ordinary’ aspects of life with friends – playing sports together, hanging out, chatting – were still evident in the participants’ narratives within the Irish context, it seemed that, compared with friendships at home, friendships in Ireland also served new and multiple purposes. In the absence of family members and faced with multiple challenges, friends often took on a new significance. To a large extent it appeared that peers facilitated the young people in their use of various coping strategies. The strategies identified through the research have been discussed in depth elsewhere (Ní Raghallaigh & Gilligan, 2010) and include, amongst others, the strategy of adjusting to life in Ireland by learning and changing, the strategy of maintaining continuity, and the strategy of seeking distraction. Peers facilitated adjustment to Irish society by helping the young people to learn new things or change their ways of behaving. The narratives suggested that, in particular, newly arrived unaccompanied minors were helped to orientate to Irish life by other unaccompanied minors who had been living in Ireland for longer. They taught their peers about Irish culture and Irish people, about the asylum process, and about the practicalities of daily life. In addition, they provided support and encouragement. For example, one girl had a vivid memory of crying during her first meal at the hostel. Even the meal she was served – which she later learnt was spaghetti bolognaise - represented huge change in her life and caused her stress and anxiety. She was provided with reassurance by the other young people who were present: 

[Laughs] They served me spaghetti bolognaise. I started crying. [Laughs] I started crying because like … Ah … I remember it. I ate, I have ate spaghetti before but usually we grate (?) it and we cook it with rice. And we mix it with rice. We don’t eat it on it’s own like that. […]It’s very long and coily. It’s like … Oh my God. Then she gave me this cream … I think its mayonnaise, but then I didn’t know the name. And she gave me chips. I love chips. I was wondering, what’s … you know the mayonnaise was in a cup in a small plate, and … What is this? Is it an ice cream? What am I supposed to do with it? [Laughing] I was looking at, at another people eating chips with the mayonnaise. You know. Ah … but I was really crying. And there was this girl. She now came over and _____ ‘what’s wrong with you? Where are you from?’ I say ‘Nigeria’. ‘I’m Nigerian too. You are all right. ____ We are a lot of Nigerians here. You will be fine’. And she went to call about three or four girls.
In addition, some of the participants talked about being able to maintain some continuity in their lives, by conversing with other unaccompanied minors in their native language, by reminiscing about life at home, and by generally holding on to aspects of culture through interaction with peers (e.g. eating food and watching films from home, listening to music from home etc.). One girl from Nigeria talked about time spent with her Nigerian friend in Ireland:

I’d stay at one of my friends that has a baby. I would go to that place. Watch Nigerian movie because I like watching Nigerian movies. I would just be watching. Eating African food, do you know? Playing with the child. Discussing with the mother. Like that. I like it.

The narratives of the participants also suggested that friends – whether Irish or non Irish - served as sources of distraction from the many worries that they faced. The companionship of others meant that less time was spent thinking and worrying about problems in the past, the present, or the future. Other studies have also pointed to the use of distraction as a coping strategy (MacMullin & Loughry, 2000; Chase et al., 2008). Companionship also served as a buffer against loneliness. One girl, who had moved to private rented accommodation following her 18th birthday, talked about missing the companionship of those in the hostel. She spoke about feeling lonely and having too much time to think. She said that she was thinking of getting married partly because she was “afraid of being alone”.
Yet, despite the many roles that friends played in the lives of the unaccompanied minors, relationships with peers were not without difficulties. Young people reported various problems within interactions with peers, including being excluded from friendship groups and being teased. In addition, the young people’s descriptions suggested that their relationships with friends were largely characterised by a lack of trust. Although five of the participants said that they had no problems trusting people, all of the others reported difficulties in trusting those with whom they had contact in Ireland. Even though all of the young people talked about their friends, these friends were rarely people in whom they had complete trust. While some of the young people had experienced difficulties in trusting when at home also, many of them talked about having been able to trust previously but experiencing difficulties doing so now. Thus, for many, distrusting represented something new and seemed to form part of their strategy of coping with the challenges that they faced in Ireland (Ní Raghallaigh & Gilligan, 2010).  One participant stated:

For example, in school I don’t have any, any friends who I can trust. I talk to them. I play with them. I don’t trust them.

Such findings reflect the wider refugee literature where frequent reference has been made to the difficulties that asylum seekers and refugees have in trusting (e.g. Eisenbruch, 1991; Delaney, 2006; Hynes, 2009). While trust is widely viewed as a key component of relationships, with Mitchell (1990) asserting that “no major or enduring relationship can exist happily or comfortably without trust” (p. 849), this research draws attention to the very significant roles that relationships with friends can play even when trust is not present. The narratives of many of the participants suggested that trust was not perceived to be an essential ingredient in friendship.
Relating to God: A Continuing friendship
While the discussion to date suggests that in general the young people’s relationships had changed immensely since their arrival in Ireland, almost all of the participants reported one relationship that had remain very constant in their lives. This was their relationship with God. Of the 32 interview participants, 31 described God as being important in their lives. While the study had not set out to explore the significance of religious faith to the young people, this theme arose spontaneously within both the participant observation and the interview phase of the study. The study’s flexible design then allowed this topic to be explored in more depth.

Anecdotal evidence suggests the importance played by religious faith and practice in the lives of asylum seekers and refugees generally. However, several authors have pointed to the scarcity of research on this topic (e.g. Ai et al., 2003; Goździak & Shandy, 2002.) In addition, or perhaps resulting from this lack of research, it seems that in a lot of practice settings, such as social work, the religious dimensions of people’s lives (including asylum seekers) are often ignored, thus reflecting somewhat of a “climate of discomfort” (Sahlein 2002, p. 381) that surrounds religion in various disciplines. Yet, within literature that deals with the issue of religion – either in depth or in passing – the evidence suggests that belief in God and religious practice serve many purposes for asylum seekers and refugees generally (McMichael, 2002; Smyth & Whyte, 2005; Thompson & Gurney, 2003) and, indeed, for unaccompanied minors specifically (Goodman, 2003; Robins & Rylands, unpublished; Wade et al., 2005). Within this current study, while attendance at religious services and participation in rituals served particular purposes (discussion of which is not possible here), the participants’ relationships with God seemed especially important in providing them with a sense of both comfort and continuity as they adjusted to life in Ireland. In a context where the participants were faced with many difficulties, including a huge sense of discontinuity, both in the realm of relationships and in other realms, the comfort and continuity provided by faith were particularly important, a finding which reflects the findings of McMichael (2002) in relation to refugee women in Australia. 

The Gallup International Millennium Survey found that 97% of West African’s view God as being very important in their personal lives (Corballo, 2000). The World Values Survey (Lippman & Keith, 2006) found similar results. While the unaccompanied minors participating in this research came from various different countries, their narratives reflected the findings of Corballo (2000) and Lippman & Keith (2006). The importance of religious faith and belief in God in their countries of origin was emphasised and the participants narrated stories of attending churches and mosques at home, praying with family members, and relying on God for help and support. For example, one female participant stated:

In Africa, like, everybody is hoping in God. They just, any, like everybody almost goes to church, every Sunday. It’s not like, some people here, just say, they just go on Christmas and Easter. Where at home you just go to church because when you hear somebody testifying that ‘I got this’, ‘Oh God gave me this’, ‘Oh I got school fees for my children’, so you just, you’d be saying, ‘oh where is that God that is giving you all that?’ So you go to church and the … the pastors, oohh, they are really lively, […]they kind of encourage you… […] encourage you to pray. They like preach about the hope that you are going to get things. 

Having moved to Ireland, the young people spoke about God continuing to play an important role in their lives. Their narratives suggested that God acted as a friend, an advisor, a confidant, and as someone who provided for them and protected them. One participant talked about having known God in his country of origin and about the importance of continuing to appreciate him in Ireland. His words drew attention to the continuity within this relationship:
It’s like, I have been in problem […] at home. I knew God since home. I appreciate anything he gave me. Food he gave me, clothes he gave me. You know I mean, yeah? I come back here, I don’t have to forget about it. You know I mean, I still have to be straight what I was, you know I mean. 

As well as feeling that they knew God, participants talked about the fact that God knew them well. This was particularly comforting for the young people in their current contexts, given the absence of parents, family members, and friends from home, and given that, frequently, they did not feel that people around them knew or understood them well. In addition, the participants voiced a sense of trust in God, something which, as we have seen, was often absent from other relationships:
The only, only, only friend [laughs] I trusted all the time, that’s God. […] I don’t have any more friends, I res… I trusted more than God, I don’t think so. You know because, always God knows more than everybody. And God’s gonna help you all the time. […]God always gonna help
Another participant talked about needing someone to talk too and being able to ‘chat’ to God. The comfort and emotional support provided by God is evident:
I believe that, like, there is a communication between, between me and God, you know. Like, trying to chat with God. […] You know. That is the way. That is what I use, like, to try to talk to God. You know what I’m saying like. Try, because sometimes you need someone to talk to. 
While God’s presence seemed to take on a particular significance in the absence of other close trusting relationships and in the face of multiple challenges in Ireland, it is not being suggested that religion became important simply because of these factors. On the contrary, the participants’ descriptions of everyday life in their countries of origin highlighted the importance attached to religious faith and practice within their home cultural communities and within their family backgrounds. Thus, while God provided comfort and emotional support to the young people as they adjusted to life in Ireland, this support did not emerge in a vacuum. Instead, as Pargament (1997) has suggested in relation to religious coping, religious faith was used as it had been a key part of the young people’s orienting system throughout their lives. 
Conclusion
Adult Bosnian refugees interviewed by Miller et al (2002) embedded their experiences of isolation “within a comparative temporal framework” (Miller et al., 2002, p. 344), by juxtaposing descriptions of their current isolation with narratives of the rich social networks that had been available to them prior to migration. Although the participants in this study also compared the past with the present the results were somewhat different. Clearly, they really missed family members and friends from home. Indeed, most of these important individuals seemed to remain psychologically present despite their physical absence (Boss, 1999). Their presence was particularly evident within the narratives of the participants as they continuously contrasted the past to the present. The participants’ awareness that family members and friends were absent meant that they remained psychologically present to some degree. However, the young people’s narratives relating to Ireland did not suggest that they were isolated, if we are to understand isolation as to mean being alone or solitary. Often, their descriptions suggested that they were surrounded by peers and constantly in the company of others. It seemed, however, that the characteristics of these friendships were different within the Irish context. They served important purposes, especially in relation to helping the participants to adjust to their lives in Ireland. However, there was little evidence of the existence of strong, trusting relationships. Instead, most of the participants talked about having difficulties trusting and about only trusting to a certain extent. Within this context, the importance of their continuing friendship with God became even more significant. Faced with multiple challenges in adjusting to life in Ireland, God was depicted as a constant, trustworthy companion who had journeyed with them, who understood them intimately, and who would help them in whatever way help was needed. 

The findings suggest a number of key points which must be taken into account by those who come into contact with unaccompanied minors. Firstly, creating simple dichotomies of ‘home’ and ‘exile’ are not helpful. Often, life at home is depicted in research and understood by professionals only in terms of its ‘extraordinary’ elements (Kohli, 2006b). In describing relationships that unaccompanied minors had with family members and friends in their countries of origin this research suggests that a more nuanced understanding of life at home is needed. In working with this population group both the positive and negative experiences of life at home and of life in exile need to be considered, whilst always maintaining a sensitive approach and recognising that unaccompanied minors may not wish to talk about either the ‘ordinary’ or ‘extraordinary’ aspects of their pre-departure lives. Secondly, a more in depth understanding of the relationships in the lives of unaccompanied minors also needs to be developed. The crucially important roles played by peers – often those living in hostels with unaccompanied minors – need to be understood and appreciated for their value. While frequent reference has been made to the inadequate care provision available to unaccompanied minors in Ireland (Christie, 2002; Mooten, 2006), most of whom live in hostels instead of in approved residential or foster placements, it cannot simply be concluded that unaccompanied minors should have the same care as Irish young people. Instead, an individualised approach to care planning is needed, whereby the needs and wishes of each young person are taken into account. In doing so, the positive aspects of hostel life (such as the invaluable peer support offered by other residents) need to be considered. In addition, the difficulties that unaccompanied minors experience in creating trusting relationships need to be taken into account, particularly when placing these young people in foster placements. Thirdly, professionals of all disciplines need to consider the potentially important role played by religious faith in the lives of unaccompanied minors. Otherwise, we will have an incomplete understanding of how unaccompanied minors cope with their experiences and a huge pool of resources will remain untapped (Pargament, 1997). 
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Endnotes






� In relation to the term ‘unaccompanied minor’ increasing attention has been paid to the fact that not all children who are separated from their parents or customary caregivers are ‘unaccompanied’ per se. For instance, some children may be living with extended family members, but may face similar risks to those encountered by unaccompanied refugee children. As a result, the use of the more inclusive term ‘separated children’ has been encouraged (e.g. UNHCR, 2004), However, as the study being discussed in this article did not include unaccompanied children who were living with extended family members, the more specific term ‘unaccompanied minor’ will be used throughout.


� The research by Robins and Rylands is on unaccompanied minor mothers living in Ireland. It is currently being published. The researchers can be contacted on leanne.robins@hse.ie or Jennifer.rylands@hse.ie. 


� The regions used are those identified by the United Nations scheme of geographical regions.


� ‘Jane’ is a pseudonym for one of the staff members in Valley Lodge, the hostel where the participant observation took place.


� In Ireland, the younger and most vulnerable unaccompanied minors are allocated a social worker. All of the hostels where unaccompanied minors live also have a project worker attached to them. Project workers often have a social care background, although not always.  


� The word ‘social’ is used here to refer to a school disco.


� ‘Shifting’ is a word used by some Irish young people to refer to ‘kissing’.
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