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This guide was produced as part of Refugee
Youth Service's Journey with an

Unaccompaned Child capacity building
training. The guide contains our suggestions of

things to try to do, try to avoid, and generally
consider when meeting an unaccompanied
child for the first time and whilst getting to

know them. 
 

These suggestions represent our
understanding of best practice, develped

through working with children on the move in
safe-space settings in France, Greece and Italy.

The guide is not exhaustive and not all items
can be achieved by all professionals in all roles

and settings.
 

 



Acknowledge the power imbalance that exists between you and the child, and try

to sit at eye-level as a first step to addressing this.

Consider first and foremost what the child wants from the conversation or

interaction.

Let the child lead the conversation as much as possible, and go at their pace 

Talk honestly and transparently but don’t expect the same in return (see

considerations section for an explanation of why).

Where possible, keep questions related to the now, and not the past, unless the

child takes the conversation in this direction. For example, how are you today? vs.

You must be exhausted from your journey, how are you today? The latter may show

understanding and empathy but also forces the child to remain identified with a

past they may want to leave behind.

Use your words! Don’t expect a child to fully understand your thoughts, feelings and

emotions from your facial expressions and body language.   

Be clear about your role and what you’re doing and why, and the same for people

you introduce the child to. Distinguish yourself from the authority they may have

encountered on their journeys where possible. If you do represent authority that is

similar to that which they have encountered, try to explain how things are done in

the UK and what they can expect. For example, if you are a police officer, explain to

the child that they are safe in your company and that you will treat them with

respect at all times. Do not make promises on behalf of the organisation you

represent, if they cannot be guaranteed. 

Actively listen to their experiences and encourage them to have a voice, and be

ready to hear distressing information without responding with any strong reaction;

show understanding and sympathy but don’t dramatise their story or experiences.

Be clear you don’t expect anything from them in return for your support and care. 

Do
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Make space for and answer all questions, if you don’t know the answer then be

honest about this and explain that you will try to find the answers. If you can, give

the child a timeline for this. Remember that children have been given false hopes

and promises along the entirety of their journeys. Do not be another person who

lets them down. Don’t make promises you can’t keep, do keep the promises that

you make. 

Use an interpreter that speaks the right dialect if available, if not then consider non-

verbal communication (e.g. games and activities). Silence is also fine, if the child

seems unresponsive to one or two questions then doing activities in silence is

completely acceptable and may be the fastest route to building trust. It is possible

to build strong and trusting relationships in the absence of a common language.

Try to remain conscious of the impact of hearing recounts of traumatic, sad or

distressing events, and remember to use the organisational structures designed to

support you.

Respect the trust the child has put in you and respect confidentiality. In relation to

the child’s journey, take the time to consider who needs to know, and why.

Ask direct questions about a child’s journey or experiences on their journey, unless

prompted or led by the child themselves.

Ask direct questions about a child’s life in their home country unless first prompted

by the child. It is generally OK to ask where a child is from, but some may be

sensitive to this as they are often aware of the implicit and explicit hierarchy of

nationalities, where some are seen as more deserving of asylum than others. People

on the move suffer from the ‘refugee vs. economic migrant’ categorisation and at

first may think you are using this question to form a judgement.

Doubt or question a child’s reason or motivation for coming to the UK, but view all

children equally, and as children first.

Expect to build any connection or trust during your first meeting with a child.

Overload children with information, if possible try to make the first interaction with

them focused on building trust, whilst being able to answer any questions they may

have.

Don't

Copyright Refugee Youth Service 2022



Expect to be able to help or support the child now or at any point in the future,

despite your best efforts. This may sound harsh or disappointing, but it is possible

that they will only be able to build trusting relationships with specific individuals,

and you may not be one of them. It is essential that we manage our own

expectations of what we can achieve. 

Expect affirmation or obvious gratitude from the child, they may feel but not show it.

Your understanding of a child’s experiences may change over time as you gain

their trust, or as they remember information. Children may not give full or consistent

answers to questions; some may have been persuaded to say they are younger

than they are by a well meaning friend or relative whilst others may have been

coerced into sharing inaccurate information if they have been trafficked. Some may

struggle to recall details due to the length of their journey and the impact of trauma. 

Children may not want to recount experiences linked to painful memories or

experiences which they consider shameful, and this could appear as gaps in the

story. It is not our place to obtain a full version of events.

Children are likely to feel a wide range of conflicting emotions, such as confusion,

joy, and worry when they arrive. It could take a long time (years) for them to feel safe

and secure. You may know the child is now safe, but it could take them much

longer to feel so. 

Children may have experienced rape, torture and sexual exploitation before or

during their journey, or whilst in the UK.

Children may not understand UK cultural practices whilst their own behaviour may

be the product of deeply ingrained cultural practices in their countries of origin.

This may conflict with UK societal norms, but children need time to adjust and we

must try to remain patient and supportive during this time. 

Consider how you will manage children’s expectations about systems and services

in the UK. Consider the “third voice”, i.e. what were they told on their way to the UK

by fellow travellers, families back home, smugglers, traffickers, NGOs and

authorities. 

Remember & Consider
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Contact Us

info@refugeeyouthservice.org
 

https://calendly.com/ry_service/journey-with-
an-unaccompanied-child-learn-more

Interested in attending our Journey with
an Unaccompanied Child training, or

simply want to learn more about it? Send
us an email, or book a short presentation

using the link below. 


