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Abstract
In Spain, unaccompanied migrant minors receive care provision from the government. This article analyzes the experience 
of unaccompanied young migrants in the protection system of Catalonia (Spain) and their preparation for the transition to 
independent living. A survey with 90 unaccompanied migrant youths who were about to leave care was conducted. The results 
show that many of the participants were in non-specific transitional housing placements (67.7%), with scarce opportuni-
ties for developing basic independent living skills. Moreover, 29.4% of young people were not aware of the existence of an 
emancipation plan, and 10.3% felt that they had not received any preparation for independent living. Although only 24.4% 
had completed secondary education or higher, the majority were enrolled in some form of training (82.2%). Nevertheless, 
most of the young people had had some paid unskilled work experience (83.3%) in their countries of origin. Despite this, 
when interviewed, only 10% of the participants were working, and their prospects for emancipation were challenging. Their 
main concerns were their legal status (40.2%), finding a job (41.4%), and finding a place to live once they reached legal age 
(34.2%). Moreover, the youths’ social support networks were very precarious: 43.5% could count on only one person or no 
one at all when they needed material support, and their main source of support was educators. Implications for social work 
practice are discussed.

Keywords  Unaccompanied migrant youth · Transition to adult life · Young people in care · Protection system · Preparation 
for adult life

Introduction

It is estimated that in 2020, there were approximately 1.7 
million young migrants under 20 years in the world, which 
would represent 14.6% of the migrant population (UN, 
Department of Economic and Social Affairs, 2020). Unac-
companied migrant youth represent a heterogenous group 
with varied backgrounds, perceptions, and experiences 

(UNICEF, 2017), who often face maltreatment and human 
rights violations (Vissing & Leitão, 2021), with girls 
encountering additional obstacles due to their gender (Avi-
gnone et al., 2024). In recent decades, there has been an 
increased number of unaccompanied migrant minors arriv-
ing, prompting European governments to prioritize their 
protection and the support and resources available to them 
and reorganizing their welfare systems (Barn et al., 2021). 
In general, unaccompanied minor youths face unique chal-
lenges and vulnerabilities within the care system of the 
different European governments (Migliorini et al., 2022). 
However, little is known about their experiences while they 
are in the child welfare system, and their preparation and 
readiness for adult life when aging out of care.

These minors often enter the care system in their mid-
teens, facing uncertainties regarding their residency status 
while transitioning into adulthood (Wade, 2019). In addi-
tion to the legal ambiguity, they also face emotional and 
psychological challenges, such as concerns about family 
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reunification, and the difficulty of adapting to new environ-
ments without parental support (Gimeno-Monterde et al., 
2021). In fact, crucial aspects of their lives—such as rela-
tionships, psychological well-being, and readiness for inde-
pendent living—are impacted by these challenges (van Es 
et al., 2019).

Although services are provided by both child welfare 
agencies and NGOs, O’Higgins et al. (2018) emphasize the 
lack of research on the effectiveness of these services to meet 
the challenges and needs of young unaccompanied minors. 
Researchers advocate for community-based approaches, 
improved legal and social support, and strong relationships 
between unaccompanied minors and their caregivers to 
more effectively meet their needs and facilitate their access 
to essential housing, education, employment, and healthcare 
(Gimeno-Monterde et al., 2021; Grage-Moore & Mendes, 
2023; van Es et al., 2019).

Despite the efforts made to support unaccompanied 
migrant minor, there is still a gap in understanding how to 
effectively meet their unique needs. This is particularly true 
when it comes to addressing the psychological challenges 
they face, promoting their overall well-being, and adequately 
preparing them for the transition into adulthood (O’Higgins, 
2019; O’Higgins et al., 2018). Moreover, there is a signifi-
cant lack of research examining the lived experiences of 
unaccompanied migrant youth within the care system, par-
ticularly concerning their voices and their preparedness for 
the transition to adulthood before turning 18 (Grage-Moore 
& Mendes, 2023).

The Spanish and Catalan Context

In Spain, there has been an increase in the number of arriv-
als in recent decades, bar a slightly decrease in 2020 due 
to the pandemic (Puyo et  al., 2021). Alongside Greece 
and Italy, Spain stands out as one of the countries with a 
higher proportion of unaccompanied and separated children 
(UNHCR, 2020). In 2022, in Spain there were 11,280 people 
between 16 and 23 years old who had residence permits as 
unaccompanied minors or young people out of guardian-
ship (Observatorio Permanente de la Inmigración, 2023), 
and 5670 were underaged unaccompanied minors in care 
(Observatorio de la Infancia, 2024). Of these, 1346 were in 
Catalonia (DGAIA, 2021).

The majority of them come from Morocco (71% of the 
total). They are typically aged between 16 and 17 and pri-
marily male (girls accounted for only 10% of the total in 
2017) (Puyo et al., 2021). Poverty and lack of opportunities 
in their countries of origin are the main motivation for this 
migration full of dangers (DGAIA, 2019).

Spanish legislation establishes that, since they are minors 
without a legal guardian, the administrations of the Autono-
mous Communities must assume their legal guardianship, 

just as they would do with abandoned or neglected Span-
ish children. They also must process their residence permit 
within a maximum period of 3 months. Moreover, in 2021, 
the law RD 903/2021 of October 19 provides a work permit 
when unaccompanied youth reach the age of 16.

Most of these unaccompanied migrant minors are in resi-
dential care until they reach the legal age of 18 (Observa-
torio de la Infancia, 2024; Puyo et al., 2021). In these resi-
dential centers, their basic needs are met, and they receive a 
program of educational activities focused on personal skills, 
autonomy, and integration into the host country, including 
learning Spanish and receiving educational or vocational 
training.

In these residential centers there is a specialized educa-
tional team with social educators who provide daily support 
and supervision.

When they leave care at 18 years old, they encounter 
significant difficulties because they have no family in the 
territory, many have not completed compulsory education 
in their countries of origin and have difficulties with the 
language (Alonso-Bello et al., 2020; FEPA, 2018). The tran-
sition to independent living is difficult for all Care Leavers 
and therefore they require support programs beyond the age 
of 18, and these programs are even more necessary for unac-
companied migrant youth.

The 2015 Law (26/2015, of 28 July) established that the 
Autonomous Communities had to develop educational sup-
port, housing support, training and job placement programs 
for care leavers. However, the development of these pro-
grams in most communities is very limited. Catalonia is the 
Autonomous Community where these programs have been 
most developed, and that is probably why many young unac-
companied migrants, once in Spain, go to this community. 
On the other hand, in Catalonia, apart from residential cent-
ers for unaccompanied minors, there are also independent 
living arrangements for young people aged 16–17, which 
consist of supervised shared apartments where young people 
are responsible for cooking, doing their own shopping and 
cleaning. In this case, social educators visit young people 
three or more times a week and are available every day by 
phone.

It is important to notice that the profiles and needs of 
unaccompanied migrant youth differ significantly from those 
of their peers in care who are Spanish natives or accompa-
nied migrants. Gullo et al. (2021) found that they exhibit 
less psychological stress and a better relationship with their 
families than their native peers, but experience worse educa-
tional and occupational outcomes, limited support networks 
and more barriers in accessing aftercare supports.
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Preparation for Adult Life and Pathways Planning

One of the most critical moments is when unaccompa-
nied migrant youths turn 18 and need to start the transition 
process from care to an independent life (Melendro et al., 
2022). Wade (2019) also highlights the challenges in prepar-
ing these youth for aftercare, particularly in the context of 
immigration law and policy. Moreover, residential centers 
have very little time to prepare them for emancipation, as 
many of them arrive close to the legal age. Sometimes the 
protective intervention implemented in the residential cent-
ers falls short of adequately addressing their needs before 
and during their transition to adulthood (Bravo & Santos-
González, 2017; Fernández-Simo et al., 2021). The lack of 
effective support and preparation for emancipation delivered 
by institutions, in addition to bureaucratic barriers, increase 
their vulnerability and may hinder their access to employ-
ment and social integration (Gimeno-Monterde & Gutierrez-
Sanchez, 2019). Overall, programs aimed at facilitating the 
transition to adulthood often lack stable and standardized 
organization, alongside the necessary financial and techni-
cal resources (Gimeno-Monterde et al., 2021). There is a 
need to provide more tailored services and resources such as 
planning individual pathways, involving legal (residence and 
work permit) and social support (educational and employ-
ment opportunities) (Jiménez-Franco et al., 2021) before 
aging out of care.

Evans et al. (2022) also emphasizes the importance of 
social connections and community engagement for unac-
companied minors, suggesting that these factors can ease 
their transition and improve their mental well-being.

Added Value

While considerable research has focused on the challenges 
and obstacles faced by young people in care during the tran-
sition into adulthood (see literature reviews by Atkinson & 
Hyde, 2019 and Häggman-Laitila et al., 2018), there are lim-
ited studies examining their preparedness for this transition 
(Trout et al., 2014) and their experiences and prospects upon 
leaving care, particularly at the national level and among 
unaccompanied minors.

Most of the studies that have been conducted on unac-
companied foreign minors have focused on their profiles and 
the difficulties they face when arriving in the host country. 
This means there is a lack of research from the perspectives 
of the young people themselves regarding their experiences 
in the protection system (Gimeno-Monterde et al., 2021) and 
the transitional care interventions provided in the residen-
tial settings prior to and during emancipation (Gullo et al., 
2021). We therefore lack knowledge of how these young 
people perceive their own abilities and the preparation for 
adult life provided by residential settings in the moment of 

leaving care. Gaining an understanding of their experiences 
and perspectives would appear crucial to ensure that they 
receive appropriate support while they are in care and facili-
tate better transition outcomes to adulthood.

This article offers a comprehensive exploration of their 
profiles and experiences before reaching 18, which is essen-
tial for developing targeted interventions that promote a 
smooth transition into independent living. The study aims 
to deepen our understanding of the profiles and experiences 
of unaccompanied migrant youths in care and their prepara-
tion for adulthood prior to emancipation.

Literature Review

To conduct the literature review, the questions addressed 
were:

What are the experiences of young unaccompanied 
migrant youths while in residential care?
What is their preparation for adult life in the months 
preceding their emancipation?

To answer these, a search strategy following PRISMA 
guidelines, was employed to identify gaps in the literature 
and place the topic within a global context. Databases such 
as WOS, Scopus, and PsycINFO were searched using the 
keywords: “unaccompanied migrant youths”, “residen-
tial care”, “independent living skills” and “preparation to 
adulthood”. The review covered studies from 2013 to 2023, 
focusing on Spain and international contexts. Inclusion cri-
teria targeted peer-reviewed articles focusing on the prepa-
ration to the transition into adulthood of unaccompanied 
minors in care, while exclusion criteria filtered out stud-
ies focusing solely on transition to adulthood. A total of 24 
studies were initially identified; after removing duplicates 
and applying selection criteria, 20 studies were thoroughly 
reviewed. Complementary searches through specific journals 
were also used.

The Current Study

Background

A survey research design was used to conduct the study, 
focusing on a representative sample of 90 unaccompanied 
migrant youth who were in the care system upon they arrival 
in Catalonia (Spain) and were nearing the end of their time 
in care.

The subjects were participants in the CAre LEAvers 
Moving Into adulthood (CALEAMI) project, a longitudinal 
study conducted in Catalonia focused on understanding the 
journey of young people with care experience as they navi-
gate into adulthood. This study was funded by the Agencia 
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Española de Investigación (PID2019-105163RB-I00). The 
researchers declared not having any conflict of interest. The 
project was approved by the Comité de Ética de la Univer-
sidad Autónoma de Barcelona (CEEAH) (the Autonomous 
University of Barcelona’s Ethics Committee) (file number 
4546) and by the DGAIA.

Sampling

Catalonia was selected for its significant population of unac-
companied migrant youths and its status as one of the first 
regions in Spain to provide a wide range of services and 
programs for care leavers compared to other Spanish com-
munities (ASJTET, 2020).

A simple random probability sampling was used, drawing 
on data provided by DGAIA (Direcció General d’Atenció a 
la Infància i l’Adolescència—the regional government of 
Catalonia’s Directorate General of Child and Adolescent 
Care) from the 2002 cohort. According to official records, 
the total population of unaccompanied migrant youths was 
1.444, of which 96% were boys (1.416) and 4% were girls 
(28), with an average age of 17.3 (SD = 0.5). Notably, 92% of 
them were exclusively placed in residential care. Given the 
small proportion of unaccompanied minor girls, they were 
intentionally excluded from the sample to minimize bias and 
concentrate the study on the experiences of male migrants.

The initial sample was carried out by a random sampling 
process and the administration provided us with contact 
information of the center in which they were located. Ini-
tially, 90 young people were selected, but 24 of them could 
not be contacted because they were not in the informed cent-
ers, or had run away, and five declined to participate. For 
this reason, the sample was complemented with conveni-
ence sampling. Seven centers with unaccompained young 
migrants were selected and 29 young people from these 
centers agreed to participate voluntarily. The final sample 
included a total of 90 unaccompanied young male migrants, 
aged 17–18, who were in care (or in extended care due to 

the COVID-19 pandemic) in Catalonia during 2019 -2020, 
reflecting a distribution very similar to that of the reference 
population.

Table 1 shows, the majority of the participants were 
from Morocco. With regards to age, 60% were 17 years old 
and 40% had just turned 18, although they were still under 
extended protection due to the COVID-19 pandemic.

All the participants in the study were boys who had 
arrived in Catalonia between the ages of 13 and 17. While 
82.2% had a residence permit, only 18.9% had a work permit 
(see Table 1). The youths who had work permits had spent 
more time in the protection system (M = 3.05, SD = 0.93) 
compared to those without work permits (M = 2.51, 
SD = 0.67; p = 0.009).

Measure

A survey was designed to capture various aspects of the 
young people’s life, including 43 questions regarding their 
personal characteristics (eight questions), education and 
work experience (nine questions), support network (five 
questions), skills and preparation for independent living 
(eight questions), service information and transition plan-
ning (six questions and one open-ended question), concerns 
about the transition (two open-ended questions) and life 
satisfaction (two questions and two open-ended questions).

The survey topics were validated by an external advisory 
committee comprised of 27 people (young people with care 
experience, managers from the administration, professionals 
and academics). Before launching the survey, measures were 
validated with four different profiles of young people with 
care experience using cognitive interviews (Willis, 2005). 
As a result of the validation, some changes were made: the 
wording of certain questions was revised, and nuances or 
explanations were added to others to clarify what was being 
asked more precisely. Additionally, some open-ended ques-
tions were included to gain a deeper understanding of the 
reasons behind their responses.

Table 1   Personal characteristics 
of the young people interviewed

N total 90 young people

Sex 100% boys
Nationality 73.3% Moroccan, 20% sub-Saharan African, 

4.4% Pakistani, and 2.2% Algerian
Relatives in Catalonia 38.9% had relatives in Catalonia

61.1% did not have relatives in Catalonia
Type of housing 67.7% in residential centers

31.2% independent living arrangements
One young person in family foster care (1.1%)

Age of arrival 15 (M = 15.4; SD = 0.8)
Time they lived alone before care M = .26 years (SD = .4)
Residence permit 82.2% of the young people had residence permits
Work permit 18.9% of the young people had work permits
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A copy of the survey is available on request.

Procedure

The data collection started in January 2019 and finished at 
the end of January 2020. Initially, the survey was adminis-
trated face-to-face, and it took over one hour to complete. 
However, due to the Covid-19 pandemic, researchers had 
to adapt their approach, and in 51 cases, the survey was 
subsequently conducted via phone calls or a web interface.

The survey was translated into Darija by a bilingual 
research team member for the four participants who had dif-
ficulty understanding Spanish. Moreover, the Darija (Arabic 
spoken in Morocco) version underwent a transcultural adap-
tation process to ensure high accuracy (Beaton et al., 2000).

The survey was interviewer-administered, with all inter-
views conducted by trained members of the research team 
each of whom had experience working with or researching 
youths in care and received specific training on the study’s 
protocol to ensure consistency. The bilingual interviewer, 
fluent in both Darija and Spanish, also administrated the 
Darija version to ensure clear communication with partici-
pants who were not fluent in Spanish.

The research team administered the survey after obtain-
ing permission from the DGAIA and with the assistance of 
youth caseworkers, who helped connect the researchers with 
the selected youths. Prior to conducting the interviews, the 
youths were informed regarding the aims of the study and 
informed consent was obtained from all individual partici-
pants included in the study. The interviews were recorded 
and transcribed for later analysis.

Data Analysis

Most of the data was quantitative and it was analyzed using 
Stata statistical package. Descriptive analyses (frequencies 
and means), chi-square tests, ANOVA and correlations tests 
were performed.

The open-ended questions were analyzed through a pro-
cess of mixed categorization, inductive-deductive. To do so, 
descriptive matrices were used and the frequency of the top-
ics was recorded.

Results

Education and Work Experience

The youths interviewed had not had much education. Only 
4.4% had completed a baccalaureate or vocational training 
course, 20% had a secondary school diploma, 67.8% had 
only had primary school education, and 7.8% had had no 
education at all. When they were interviewed, 82.2% were 

undergoing training, mostly in initial occupational training 
for young people who have not obtained the secondary edu-
cation certificate (44.6%) or occupational courses (20.3%), 
and/or were learning Spanish or Catalan (23%). Only six 
young people (8.1%) were doing vocational training, and 
three were in compulsory secondary education (ESO) (Edu-
cació Secundaria Obligatòria) (4.1%). Of the 17.8% who 
were not studying, more than half (10% of the total) had just 
finished a course, and were waiting to start another.

However, most of the young people had had some paid 
unskilled work experience (83.3%) in their countries of ori-
gin, mainly in shops, farming or the hospitality industry, or 
unpaid work (26.1%) helping in family businesses. When 
they were interviewed, only 10% of the participants were 
working and half of them (54.2%) were looking for a job. 
However, at the time of the interview, all the young peo-
ple had formulated a plan for future employment and were 
undergoing training to achieve their goals.

Support Network at 18

As Table 2 shows, social support networks when they were 
reaching the majority of age were limited. Less than half of 
the young people could turn to four or more people if they 
had a problem. What is more, their main source of support 
were educators followed by friends and birth family.

The support network for financial and material difficulties 
was smaller compared to the network available for emotional 
support or counselling. In the face of these types of needs, 
the main sources of support were educators and friends. The 
scant significance of partners in the support network is also 
noteworthy: while 18.7% of the participants reported having 
a partner, only 2.3% identified them as a source of support.

The youths who reported receiving greater emotional 
support from educators were more satisfied with the center 
(r = 0.36, p = 0.001) and with their relationship with these 
educators (r = 0.27, p = 0.016). However, the support from 
educators was not associated with the youths’ perception 
of their readiness to find employment, housing, or man-
age finances. Furthermore, no relationship was observed 
between the support network and life satisfaction or the fre-
quency of experiencing sadness or distress.

Type of Placement and Skills for Independent Living

When these young people live on their own, they would have 
acquired basic household management skills, such as gro-
cery shopping, cooking, and doing laundry. However, not all 
of them had the opportunities to develop these skills while 
in care. Regarding housework, 36.9% of the participants had 
never cooked before, 23.8% always did and the remaining 
39.3% did sometimes. Furthermore, just under half (46.4%) 
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did the shopping at least once a week (even if accompanied 
by an educator) and 79.5% did laundry at least once a week.

However, the opportunities to work on these skills vary 
greatly depending on the type of placement. Most of the 
youths were accommodated either in a residential center 
(67.9%) or in independent living arrangements (32.1%). In 
residential centers, the youths live with others under the con-
tinuous presence of educators, available 24 h a day, 7 days 
a week. While in the residential center, the youths attend 
external educational facilities nearby. Typically, there is a 
kitchen and cleaning staff present in the center, with educa-
tors overseeing the youths’ schedules and routines. Inde-
pendent living arrangements consist of apartments for a few 
youths, without a continuous educator present. Educators 
supervise them but the youths are responsible for cleaning 
and other household tasks. All the youths living in independ-
ent living arrangements had previously gained work experi-
ence (100% vs. 0%; p = 0.004).

Therefore, the results revealed some differences in prepa-
ration for adult life depending on the type of housing where 
the young people lived. Young people who were in inde-
pendent living arrangements most frequently performed 
tasks involving the acquisition of skills for independence 
in the home. Specifically, 63% of the young people in these 
independent living arrangements cooked every day or one 
day a week, with only 11.1% of them never cooking, while in 
the residential centers 54.2% never cooked (p < 0.001). The 
same was true for doing the shopping and laundry. In the 
residential centers, 76.5% of the participants never or hardly 
ever shopped. In contrast, independent living arrangements 
were only the case for 11.1% of participants (p < 0.001). All 
of the young people in the independent living arrangements 
did the laundry, whereas only 72% of those in residential 
centers took on this task (p = 0.001).

Furthermore, the young people in independent living 
arrangements were also those who were most aware of all 
of the existing support resources available to them beyond 
the age of 18. While the young people in residential centers 
were practically only aware of supervised apartments, young 
people in independent living arrangements were also aware 
of residences (77.8% vs. 40.7%) (p = 0.002) and supervised 
rented rooms (75% vs. 18.2%) for former foster care youths 
(p < 0.000).

Youths’ Preparation for Independent Life

Just under half of participants (44.8%) considered that they 
had received a lot of support and training for independent 
life, and 28.7% considered that they had received a fair 
amount of support and training. Only 10.3% considered that 
they had received no preparation at all.

Managing their finances was the skill in which the young 
people felt best prepared. Specifically, 79.8% felt they were 
very or fairly well prepared; the remaining 20.2% felt not 
very well or not at all prepared. They felt less well prepared 
for finding a job and keeping it, and for finding somewhere 
to live once they had reached legal age. In both cases, about 
two thirds felt very or fairly well prepared (62.1% for work 
and 60% for housing), while the rest of the young people felt 
not very well or not at all prepared. Interestingly, the type 
of placement did not appear to affect the youths’ perception 
of how prepared they felt for the transition domains (man-
aging money, finding a job and keeping it, and for finding 
somewhere to live).

The perception of readiness to find a job was not related 
to the level of education achieved, nor to the studies being 
pursued or previous work experiences; it therefore appears 
to be more of a personal attitude unrelated to preparedness.

Table 2   Source of support and 
number of people, for each type 
of support

Source of support Emotional support Material support Counselling

Mother 44.9% 9.1% 23.6%
Father 37.1% 6.8% 20.2%
Siblings 32.6% 11.4% 18%
Extended family (uncles and aunts, 

cousins, grandparents)
10.1% 9.1% 6.7%

Friends 43.8% 29.5% 37.1%
Educators 44.9% 60.2% 69.7%
Partner 2.2% 2.3% 1.1%
Number of people
 Nobody 11.5% 12.9% 7.1%
 1 person 14.9% 30.6% 16.5%
 2 people 13.8% 16.5% 20%
 3 people 13.8% 10.6% 8.2%
 4 people 8% 8.2% 8.2%
 5 or more people 38% 21.2% 40%
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Service Information and Transition Planning

From the age of 16, the young person’s emancipation plan 
is designed jointly with their educators. This individual-
ized plan includes their preparation for independent liv-
ing, where they will live once they reach adulthood, and 
the potential access to transition support programs and 
resources.

A significant percentage of the participants (29.4%) 
reported that they were not aware of the existence of an 
emancipation plan or that they had not yet started to pre-
pare for it. Only slightly more than half of the participants 
(55.3%) were aware of their emancipation plan and felt 
that their educators had assisted in its preparation. In con-
trast, 11.8% considered that they had made the plan and all 
the decisions regarding their future themselves.

A large number of young people (76.4%) were aware of 
the financial services provided for by the transition support 
program, but only about half of them were aware that they 
could have educational support once outside the protection 
system (51.7%) or that they could receive legal support 
(47.1%) from this program.

However, the most well-known program was the hous-
ing program. Most of the young people were aware of 
the existence of the housing placements to support the 
transition to independent living for youth 18–21 years old 
(Table 3), particularly the supervised apartments (89.9%).

In fact, 90.6% said that, once they reached legal age, 
they wanted to join the transitional housing program. 
Almost a quarter (24.1%) explicitly stated that they wanted 
to join it because they had nowhere else to go and would 
live on the street and 20.7% reported not feeling prepared 
to live independently. Other reasons to join the housing 
program were to be more independent than in the resi-
dential centers (15%), to be able to continue their studies 
(10.3%), and to live with fewer young people and be more 
relaxed (14.5%). Others said that if they had a job and 
were able to pay rent, they would not apply to join this 
program (9.2%).

Concerns About the Transition and Life Satisfaction

Participants were generally satisfied with their lives 
(M = 6.9 out of 10; SD = 2.6). Almost all of the young 
people (86.2%) rated their level of life satisfaction between 
five and ten on a scale of zero to ten. Specifically, 21.8% 
gave it a ten. The participants who were most satisfied felt 
that they were on the right track, building their future, 
although they also said they missed their family. Those 
who were least satisfied felt that their needs were not being 
met, that they had no freedom in the centers, that their 
future was uncertain and that their family was far away.

Nevertheless, during the month prior to the interview, 
more than half of the young people (53.9%) had felt sad 
or anxious, and 24.7% had felt that way often or always 
felt that way. Only 21.3% had not felt sad or anxious dur-
ing the previous month. The most frequent reasons for 
this feeling (Table 4) were relationships with their family, 
especially missing them (73.1%), not having a job (66.7%), 
not having money (50.8%) and health, either their own or 
that of a family member (50%).

Furthermore, a positive correlation was observed 
between young people’s satisfaction with the center and 
with their lives (⍴ = 0.3, p = 0.01).

The interviewed youths expressed concern about three 
issues: their administrative situation (residence and work 
permits) (40.2% of the cases), finding a job (41.4%) and 
having a place to live once they reach legal age (34.2%). 
Only 19.2% said they did not have any concerns related 
to the emancipation process, while 51.9% felt that they 
needed some transition support that they were not receiv-
ing. This support was closely linked to their concerns: 
more help in finding a job (25%), more support and infor-
mation regarding their administrative situation (23.1%), 
and greater possibilities of entering assisted accom-
modation or help finding housing (19.2%). Also, 11.5% 
expressed the need for more training opportunities.

No differences were observed either by nationality or 
by type of housing placement in relation to young people’s 
concerns about their emancipation process.

Table 3   Proportion of young people aware of transition support pro-
grams

Supervised apartments 89.9%

Residences linked to work placement projects 50.6%
Supervised rented room placements 36%
Economic subsidy 76.4%
Educational support 51.7%
Legal advice 47.1%
Socio-occupational placement programs 33.8%

Table 4   Reasons for sadness or distress in the month prior to the 
interview

Relationship with their family 73.1%
Not having a job 66.7%
Not having money 50.8%
Health, either their own or of a family member 50%
Education 29%
Other (documentation, uncertainty about the future, lan-

guage, etc.)
28.8%
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Differences in Youths’ Profile and Preparation 
According to the Type of Residential Setting 
and Nationality

Some differences were observed depending on whether the 
young person was in a residential facility or an independent 
living arrangement. As we mentioned earlier, in the apart-
ments that are intended as housing placements to prepare 
for transition, young people cook more during the week 
(M = 9.4 SD = 6.1 vs. M = 1.7 SD = 0.3; p < 0.001) and go 
grocery shopping more frequently (M = 1.2 SD = 0.6 vs. 
M = 0.7 SD = 1.4; p < 0.001). Additionally, other differences 
were observed among the young people who were in these 
housing placements. The young people living in independ-
ent living apartments were those who had entered the care 
system at a younger age (M = 15.1 SD = 0.7 vs. M = 15.5 
SD = 0.8; p = 0.09; approaching statistical significance) and 
they had experienced more transfers (M = 4.25, SD = 0.83 
vs. M = 3.3, SD = 1.61; p = 0.017).; rated their relation-
ships with other young people higher (M = 3.6 SD = 0.05 
vs. M = 3.2 SD = 0.6; p = 0.02); and felt less sad or anxious 
in the months prior to the interview (M = 1.9 SD = 0.7 vs. 
M = 2.3 SD = 1; p = 0.05). Furthermore, all youths living in 
independent living apartments reported feeling satisfied with 
their lives (100% vs. 84%; p = 0.008), and a lower proportion 
of them consumed substances (4% vs. 22.6%; p = 0.023). 
Interestingly, no significant difference was found in the per-
ception of preparedness between the young people living in 
residential centers or independent living apartments.

Additionally, there were some differences in the results 
depending on the nationality of the young people. Although 
young people from sub-Saharan Africa had left the family 
home at a slightly earlier age than the Moroccans (M = 13.9 
SD = 2.2 vs. M = 14.7 SD = 1.6; p = 0.01), no significant dif-
ferences were found in the age of arrival due to the longer 
journey. However, compared to Moroccans, sub-Saharan 
African boys had spent less time in care (M = 2.3, SD = 0.7 
vs. M = 2.7, SD = 0.87; p = 0.08; approaching statistical 
significance) and experienced fewer placement changes 
(M = 2.8, SD = 1.6 vs. M = 3.9, SD = 1.5; p = 0.01).

One of the most relevant differences was that 47% 
of young people from Morocco had relatives in Catalo-
nia, while only 11.1% of sub-Saharan young people did 
(p < 0.01). The former were also observed to have entered 
the protection system earlier than the other young people 
(M = 15.1, SD = 0.9 vs. M = 15.5, SD = 0.7; p = 0.03).

It is also important to note that the young Moroccans had 
a higher level of education than the sub-Saharan Africans. 
Of the former, 71.2% had completed primary school and 
24.2% secondary school, while only 55.6% of the sub-Saha-
ran Africans had completed primary school, and 5.6% sec-
ondary school (p < 0.001). In addition, the young Moroccans 
also had more work experience in their country of origin 

than the sub-Saharan Africans (87.9% vs. 66.7%) (p = 0.03). 
However, no differences were observed in their perception 
of preparedness for the transition.

That being said, the young sub-Saharans expressed 
greater satisfaction with the center than the Moroccans 
M = 8, SD = 2.1 vs. M = 6.4, SD = 3.1; p = 0.08, approaching 
statistical significance) and life overall (M = 8.3, SD = 1.8 
vs. M = 6.7, SD = 2.6; p = 0.03). They did, however, report 
feeling sad or distressed more frequently (M = 2.5, SD = 0.09 
vs. M = 2.1, SD = 0.9; p = 0.04).

Limitations

In order to avoid bias, females were excluded from the sam-
ple due to their limited representation among the unaccom-
panied youth migrant population. However, future research 
should include a gendered approach for a better understand-
ing of the experience and needs of unaccompanied migrant 
minor girls, as some gender-based differences are observed 
in previous research (Avignone et al., 2024). Additionally, 
while the sample structure closely resembles that of the 
population, the specific sampling method used may limit 
the generalizability of the results, and findings should be 
interpreted with caution.

Discussion and Conclusions

In this study, we have gathered relevant information about 
the experience of unaccompanied young migrants in the 
Catalan protection system and their preparation for the tran-
sition to independent life.

The profile of these unaccompanied migrant youths is 
very heterogeneous, although they do share some common 
factors. They are mainly young boys who have migrated 
from African countries during adolescence primarily for 
economic reasons, and upon their arrival in Spain, they 
are placed under guardianship as minors. Typically, this 
entry occurs through the southern part of Spain, but they 
leave the centers to travel to Catalonia because this autono-
mous region provides transitional support resources after 
the age of 18. These data are in line with research con-
ducted in Catalonia (DGAIA, 2019; Quiroga et al., 2009) 
and in other Autonomous Communities in Spain (Bravo & 
Santos-González, 2017; Gimeno-Monterde & Gutiérrez-
Sánchez, 2019; Gullo et al., 2021). Some characteristics 
associated with their origin have also been observed. For 
example, sub-Saharan youth tend to begin the migration pro-
cess at younger ages, while more young Moroccans have 
higher levels of education and previous work experience. 
Some of these differences have also been observed by the 
DGAIA (2019). Despite such differences between these 
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unaccompanied minor youth, there are also some common 
difficulties and barriers that they face.

The majority do not speak Spanish upon arrival, so the 
first thing they need is to learn the language in order to 
access training and employment. This fact, combined with 
the age close to adulthood at which they enter into the care 
system, makes it very difficult for them to complete their for-
mal education. The majority of them have very low levels of 
education; only one-fifth of the participants had completed 
secondary education. Due to them not having completed 
compulsory basic education, educators guide them towards 
non-regulated vocational training courses that enable them 
to enter the workforce as quickly as possible, even if these 
jobs may be low-skilled.

Moreover, they experience high mobility through differ-
ent care facilities. This instability, as supported by previous 
research (Sebba et al., 2015), may impede academic pro-
gress, social integration, and the establishment of crucial 
social support networks.

Furthermore, many young people in our study had pre-
carious social support networks, mainly relying on social 
educators in housing placements and residential centers. 
Interestingly, youths who received more emotional support 
from educators expressed higher satisfaction both with the 
center and with the educators themselves. However, relying 
solely on professional support is problematic as it ceases 
once individuals leave care or transition programs. They also 
looked to their friends as a source of financial and material 
support, even if their friends were also in precarious situ-
ations and their possibilities for support was also limited. 
These youth should be encouraged to form meaningful rela-
tionships with local adults and to broaden and diversify their 
social support networks through mentoring programs, col-
laborative families, and participation in community activi-
ties, programs, and services, as described by both Courtney 
et al. (2020) and Montserrat et al. (2021).

The study has also identified some deficits in the prep-
aration for transition for unaccompanied minors in care. 
According to existing regulations, starting at the age of 
16, young people develop an emancipation plan with their 
assigned professional tutor, which outlines how they will 
be prepared to acquire the necessary independent living 
skills and where they will live when they leave care. We 
concur with previous researchers regarding the neces-
sity to implement targeted socio-educational programs 
that equip young people with essential skills in the two 
years preceding legal age (Gimeno-Monterde et al., 2021; 
Harder et al., 2020; Jariot et al., 2015; Sirriyeh & Raghal-
laigh, 2018) while also stressing the importance and the 
right of youth participation in decision-making regarding 
their emancipation pathway (Kri et al., 2023). Accord-
ing to Catalan administration regulations, young people 
should work with their tutors on their emancipation plan 

starting at the age of 16. However, a quarter of the partici-
pants were not aware of the existence of their emancipa-
tion plan or had not yet been involved in its formulation 
or decision-making process. This suggests that in certain 
facilities, the emancipation plan may be limited to merely 
determining the youths’ living arrangements upon leaving 
the center, and/or they may not perceive it as their obliga-
tion to provide youth with essential independent life skills, 
perhaps assuming that such responsibility lies with transi-
tion support programs for care leavers.

In terms of their prospects towards emancipation, all of 
them wanted to access the housing program for care leavers 
while in care, mainly because they do not have access to 
other housing options, and in some cases, the opportunity 
to continue their studies. Additionally, while in the recent 
years there has been a doubling in the number of housing 
program placements according to ASJTET (2020), transition 
programs often struggle to meet the demand, lacking suf-
ficient vacancies to accommodate all young people seeking 
access (Comasòlivas-Moya et al., 2018). Nonetheless, for 
those who do access them, they will find themselves having 
to perform daily tasks (such as buying groceries, cooking, 
or managing finances) from day one, highlighting the neces-
sity for them to have acquired these skills prior to leaving 
the care system.

Even though many of the participants felt prepared to face 
the transition, many facilities didn’t have enough opportu-
nities to go shopping, cook or manage money, which are 
basic skills they will need for independent living. This is 
one of the most notable findings of this study and is consist-
ent with previous studies (Fernández-Simo & Cid, 2017; 
Häggman-Laitila et al., 2018). However, there are significant 
differences between the two types of housing placements 
regarding the opportunities for developing such skills. The 
independent living apartments for youths aged 16–18 seem 
to be better places to promote opportunities for autonomy 
skills development than residential centers. Additionally, 
those youths who were in these apartments reported feel-
ing less sad and anxious and having better relationships 
with other youths. Overall, the majority of young people 
expressed satisfaction with the care facility, and there was 
a positive correlation between satisfaction with the facility 
and satisfaction with their own lives.

Surprisingly, in the present study no differences were 
found between youths in residential centers and those in 
independent living apartments when it came to the percep-
tion of preparedness with regard to independent life skills. 
This perception was not related to work experience or level 
of education. Interestingly, those youths who had been in 
care for a longer time reported feeling less prepared. This 
raises the question of whether they felt less prepared due to 
a better sense of realism or because institutionalization had 
disempowered them.
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Taking all of the above into consideration, conducting a 
study to examine the experiences of these young people after 
turning 18 would be valuable to understand the real impact 
of the type of placement and supports they received.

Implications for Social Work Practice

The findings from this article highlight several key implica-
tions for social work practice. Six aspects seem fundamental 
to be considered in order to offer a more holistic and sustain-
able support for unaccompanied young migrants transition-
ing from care into adulthood.

It seems necessary to ensure planned preparation for 
independent living through tailored socio-educational pro-
grammes during the two years prior to reaching legal age. 
Additionally, increasing the number of independent living 
housing placements with varying support levels and com-
bining life-skills training directly in housing settings is also 
important; Moreover, it is crucial to offer structured sup-
port beyond the age of 18, to ensure continuity with their 
education; Additionally, promoting ongoing monitoring and 
involving social workers, educators and psychologists in a 
collaborative approach to address emotional and develop-
mental needs is essential. Finally, promoting mentorship 
programs and encouraging community involvement, to 
help young people build natural and meaningful relation-
ships with other adults locally to broaden and diversify their 
social support networks.
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