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Abstract 

This chapter explores the significance of place in migrant children’s lives, with a focus on their experiences 

in urban areas. We discuss the reconfigured spatiality of children’s mobility as a result of their migration 

and examine how current discourses around socially inclusive cities and children’s rights are in contrast 

with migrant children’s everyday experiences of mobility and social participation. The chapter reviews 

existing child-inclusive research, in order to map out the extent and limits of children’s spatial mobility 

post-migration and illustrate their perspectives on life in the city as a child migrant.  By looking at children's 

views on their experiences of inner city mobility, the review highlights the barriers children are confronted 

with, their limited opportunities for social networking and civic participation and increased confinement to 

the domestic space. It also examines the factors which impact on children's restricted mobility, including 

parents' perceptions of safety, cultural beliefs and limited social networks in facilitating access, and argues 

that current debates on the role of children’s place in cities need to move away from monolithic views of 

the ‘urban child’. The chapter concludes that limited consideration of the different ways in which (adults 

in) cities restrict migrant children’s mobility and a narrow understanding of how children can access 

opportunities are currently hindering the development of inclusive social policies which reflect fairly 

children’s voice.   
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Introduction 

The concentration of economic and financial powers in large cities has led in recent decades to global trends 

of mobility from rural to urban areas within and across nations (Vertovec, 2009). The majority of people 

around the world live now in urban areas, although a quarter of the world’s children live in poor urban 

settlements (Bartlett, 2010). On a global scale, more affordable transportation and telecommunications have 

facilitated an increase of the extent and impact of global interconnectedness. Urry (2003: 250) talks about 

globalisation as ‘taking the form of multiple, complex, messy proximities and interconnections’, with 

enhanced connections between social groups as one of its key manifestations. Unprecedented levels of 

global mobility (Castles and Miller, 2009) have generated major social concerns across all receiving 

countries, such as the nature and effectiveness of social integration of migrants and the social and ethnic 

segregation in cities. These have become central issues for political and public debate, especially as 15 

percent of the world’s estimated 232 million migrants are children and young people (European 

Commission, 2012). As a consequence, over the last few decades, research on the impact of family migration 

on children and on children’s own experiences of migration has flourished. Studies have examined 

children’s role in the family migration processes (Orellana et al., 2001; Bushin, 2009), the impact of migration 

on children’s well-being (Chuang and Moreno, 2011), on their family relationships and friendships 

(Reynolds, 2004, 2007; Haikkola, 2011; Jugert et al., 2013; Sime and Fox, 2014b), and children’s own 

experiences as migrants (Ní Laoire et al., 2011; Bak and Brömssen, 2010; Sime and Fox, 2014a) or when 

born into immigrant families (Levitt and Waters, 2002).  

Migration causes significant changes in the adult-child power dynamics at family level and discourses about 

adult migrants’ experiences cannot be assumed or transferred to migrant children. Recent calls to examine 

migrant children’s agency rather than rely on adults’ accounts are based on the ‘competent child’ approach 

to researching their lives, inspired by the new sociology of childhood (James et al., 1998). Children’s active 

role post-migration has been highlighted, for example, in research showing their role as cultural brokers for 

families (Schaeffer, 2013) or when navigating confidently their families’ local and transnational spaces 

(Devine, 2009, 2011; Ní Laoire et al., 2011). In the context of transnationalism, defined as ‘processes, 

patterns and relations that connect people or projects in different places in the world’ (Harney and Baltassar, 

2007:190), the experiences of children as migrants and as members of transnational communities is still to 

be fully understood, although research has started to examine these issues through children’s perspective. 

Studies have explored children’s views of their agency in the migration process (Knörr, 2005), their 

experiences of transnational families (Parreñas, 2005; Punch, 2012; Tyrell et al., 2013), their identity and 

feelings of belonging (Ní Laoire et al., 2011) and their experiences when migrating unaccompanied by adults 

(Yaqub, 2007; Crawley, 2009; Hopkins and Hill, 2010). Two special issues in the Journal of Ethnic and 

Migration Studies (Transnational Migration and Childhood, 2011, issue 37, and Transnational Migration and the 

Study of Children, 2012, issue 38) have also showcased some of the recent developments in investigating 

children as active agents in the global political economy. Many of these studies look at children’s own 
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engagement in places and spaces they access, configuring thus new interests in theorising migration in 

relation to locality, as well as focussing on children’s own views. These current trends in research on 

childhood and migration clearly see children as active agents in the processes of global migration, with their 

own experiences and views which need to be explored further. 

Migrant children’s experiences need however to be seen in the context of adults’ views of children as in 

need of protection and the increased anxieties that a new, unknown place may pose (Olwig and Gulløv, 

2003). In the context of intense international debates about approaches to improving quality of life and 

equity in cities (Fainstein, 2011), the place of children in increasingly segregated urban areas, with the 

associated inequities in terms of access to resources and opportunities, has become a central issue for 

research. This has also highlighting the need to document the complex, multidimensional experiences 

children have themselves as ‘citizens in the present’. Urban landscapes are ‘landscapes of power’ (Matthews 

et al., 2000a), firstly, through the ways in which spaces are designed and managed by the majority through 

spatial policies and practices which lead to inner city segregation, and secondly, through the limited control 

that children have over public spaces. Geographies of childhood have, over the last decade, addressed the 

issue of children’s location in cities and the degree to which they have access to specific places of play, 

living and learning. Authors have highlighted how public spaces have been claimed by adults (Christensten 

and O’Brien, 2003), leading increasingly to children’s isolation in the home and a discourse that presents 

urban spaces as increasingly dangerous and young people in the streets as destabilising to the social order. 

The social construction of childhood is also becoming highly spatialized (Holloway and Valentine, 2000:16), 

and the inside/outside barriers strongly enforced by adults, restricting thus children’s mobility. Research 

concerning the marginalised youth in urban areas, emphasising the structural inequalities that cities create 

in relation to race, ethnicity and class has been a productive area of urban and youth studies. Another strand 

of work has also examined the key role that place plays in children and young people’s opportunities for 

mobility (Reynolds, 2004, 2007) and well-being (McKendrick, 2014). In relation to the significant relation 

between migration, ethnicity and neighbourhoods, authors (Watt and Stenson, 1998; Sutton and Kemp, 

2011) have highlighted the marginalised position of migrants, often seen as undesirables and a threat to 

local resources (Cook et al., 2012). This evidence has direct implications for the study of migrant children’s 

lives and their opportunities for civic participation and integration, linked also to notions of belonging and 

identity. 

This chapter provides an overview of three key themes which have concerned recent research on migrant 

children and youth and the spatial constructions of their everyday lives post-migration. Firstly, the issue of 

mapping out the urban spaces navigated by children post-migration and the factors affecting their inner 

city mobility is key, to capture children’s everyday experiences and provide a better understanding of how 

being a ‘new arrival’ in one place limits young migrants’ movement and opportunities for social 

participation. Secondly, the intersection between spaces that children can access or feel they belong to, and 

relationships negotiated across these, such as at neighbourhood and community level, is fundamental to 
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understanding their lives post-migration. The third theme concerns the opportunities that exist for migrant 

children in cities to be actively engaged in debates about the places they live in and contribute to changing 

them in the future. While children may be expected to become competent navigators of the urban landscape 

and demonstrate their agency across a range of settings, such as neighbourhoods, home, school and 

communities, this chapter examines the extent to which there is a gap between the increasingly popular 

rhetoric of children’s agency and the everyday realities of their, overall restricted, mobility. We show how, 

in the case of migrant children, opportunities for mobility and civic participation are often constrained by 

factors such as adults’ increased controls, economic and social exclusions and distinct characteristics of the 

areas in which they live. A significant aspect of young migrants’ decisions to fully engage with others is their 

sense of belonging within their new communities. In this sense, we examine how migrant children’s 

positioning in cities, as intrinsically liminal and marginal due to their ‘newcomer’ status and other factors 

such as economic and social deprivation and adults’ control, is a key aspect when considering all children’s 

voice in processes of urban change. 

Migrant children’s marginalisation and social exclusion in cities 

Research on cities has focussed on their inherent structural inequalities, with neighbourhoods polarised into 

areas of affluence and those affected by marked deprivation, populated by low-income communities and 

leading to increasing disaffection among young people (MacDonald and Marsh, 2005; Dillabough and 

Kennelly, 2010). Other authors have also discussed the significance of urban policies and practices which 

lead to economically and socially segregated neighbourhoods, mainly with a focus on US cities and 

marginalisation of Latin American and black youth (Deutsch, 2008; Sutton and Kemp, 2011). Around the 

world, high proportions of ethnic minority groups live in poor neighbourhoods, where poverty leads to 

other disadvantages, such as substandard housing, low-performing schools and poor services, limited access 

to healthy foods and adequate leisure spaces, higher rates of crime and vandalism (Fainstein, 2011). The 

connection between disadvantaged neighbourhoods, ethnic diversity and social cohesion has received 

significant attention (Cheong et al., 2007). In particular, there has been research and policy interest in inter-

ethnic community cohesion and the ways in which are-based initiatives can be successful in tackling social 

disadvantage for young people and lead to community cohesion (Joseph Rowntree Foundation, 2014). 

However, there has been much more limited interest in the ways in which children and young people, 

especially when newly arrived to an area through migration, learn to navigate these socially diverse areas, 

and the nature of their day-to-day, informal negotiations of ethnic difference alongside issues of social class. 

Although drawing here on a relatively small number of studies, we seek to contribute to these debates by 

focussing first on children’s everyday negotiations of difference and their experiential ways of ‘learning the 

ways’ in their new neighbourhoods. Rather than focus on localities only, we are interested in summarising 

the evidence on migrant children’s ‘intensities of everyday social relationships, materialities, sensory 

experiences, practices, representations, discourses, and more’ (Pink, 2012). We are interested in the evidence 
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on children’s experiences and ongoing negotiations of urban spaces, and also the factors that influence 

children’s mobility and access to opportunities for play, learning, leisure and civic participation.  

Evidence suggests that certain groups of migrants can be marginalized not only economically (through 

insecure work and poor pay), but also socially (through residential segregation, lack of political capital, 

limited informal networks of support). Bourdieu (2006:3) has talked about disadvantaged ‘housing projects’ 

or communities which ‘bring together people who have nothing in common and force them to live together, 

either in mutual ignorance and incomprehension or else in latent or open conflict’ (2006:3). Sutton and 

Kemp (2011) claim that social and economic factors force migrants to share disadvantaged areas with other 

marginalized social groups and these areas become focus of inter-ethnic conflict. Migrants’ limited choice 

in relation to the areas they live in has been highlighted by other writers (Ryan, 2011; McGhee et al., 2013; 

Trevena et al., 2013); as they often rely on existing social networks and low-skilled employment in the initial 

stages, they find themselves forced to share highly populated urban areas, with cheaper accommodation. 

The everyday tensions inherent in urban areas blighted by social disadvantage, often marked by ‘white 

territorialism’ (Hesse et al., 1992: 171) and resentment of new migrants, make social and ethnic mixing more 

complicated. Webber (1964: 147) argued that ‘it is interaction, not place, that is the essence of the city and 

of city life’ and in relation to migrant groups, opportunities for social mixing vary, depending on migrants’ 

ability to secure housing in socially mixed areas. Feinstein (2011) discusses the basic principles of a ‘just’ 

city, which enables the free movement of children through it. In order to be able to access opportunities 

available to them, children need to feel safe to navigate the city outwith their immediate locality, have access 

to information on services available to them and feel welcomed by others. Social mixing has been often 

advocated as a key to social integration and community cohesion. Nevertheless, socially mixed 

environments do not necessarily lead to social mixing (Reay et al., 2011). The lack of opportunities for 

mixed friendships often leads migrants to form closely linked ethnic networks (Bankston, 2004; Reynolds, 

2007), which, although supportive on an emotional level, may equally lead to segregation. Portes (1998) 

talked about the narrow ties within one community which comes together after migration in ‘ghettoes’ of 

marginalisation, which limits people’s ability to access existing resources and use these to improve their 

social position.    

The material resources available to children post-migration vary markedly, depending primarily on parents’ 

employment, which leads to variations in aspects such as children’s type of housing, quality of schools, 

access to good quality health services and leisure spaces. Evidence exists that services are of a higher quality 

in affluent areas, attracting more affluent families, while deprived neighbourhoods become the last resort 

for poorer migrants (McGhee et al., 2013). Research with adults shows that migrants make low use of health 

and leisure services (Spencer et al., 2007), due to factors such as the language barrier, lack of information 

and poor access (Arai, 2006; Sime, 2014). In relation to migrant children, evidence suggests that a hostile 

urban landscape dominated by physical decline, perceived risks from others and traffic and inaccessible 

local services lead many to a retreat to the indoors post-migration. The relationships between the nature of 

public spaces, services available locally and children’s play and social networks suggests that particular 
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features of neighbourhoods are crucial to generating opportunities for children’s participation and social 

integration. Putnam (2000) argues that individuals’ participation in associational activities, such as clubs and 

sports activities, contributes to social cohesion and facilitates the creation of social capital. In the case of 

migrant children, participation in activities within the community is also an opportunity to engage in 

bridging or forging of ‘weak ties’, which may allow them better access to valuable resources outwith the 

area. However, networks of access to resources are built in ways that privilege some ‘insiders’ (i.e. the 

established communities) over the ‘outsiders’ (Ryan, 2011). In the context of variable policies of restrictions 

of migrants’ rights and diversity, migrants are often uncertain on their entitlement to access services and 

unsure on how the systems operate. Additionally, due to perceived neighbourhood risks, migrant children’s 

access to local resources is often restricted by their parents, as the following extracts from the author’s 

show (Sime and Fox, 2014a): 

Because of the area we live in, there are many teenagers who take drugs, drink and smoke in the 

local park, and sometimes shout things like, stupid, fucking Polish when you pass by, so there is 

no way I would let Bartek out to play or walk by himself to the library. (Agata, Polish mother) 

We live quite far from everything, plus my mum says my English is not good enough yet, she says 

I might get attacked and things, so I tend to stay mostly at home. (Radicz, Lithuanian, age 13) 

Although local neighbourhoods are often seen as spaces of networking possibilities, issues of ethnic 

discrimination and perceived risks are often barriers to migrant children’s opportunities to develop 

friendships with local children and participate in local activities. Empirical studies have also evidenced the 

powerful relationship between class and educational differences and cultural behaviour among migrant 

groups (Lopez-Rodriguez, 2010; Neal and Vincent, 2013). Engagement with cultural and leisure activities 

can create opportunities for newly arrived children to ‘bridge’ networks and participate in develop a sense 

of belonging and experience their neighbourhoods, highlighting the significance of making places for leisure 

accessible locally. In our study (Sime and Fox, 2014a), which examined Eastern European migrant children’s 

access to services, in addition to the nature of the places migrants lived in, children’s engagement with 

services was hindered by other barriers, such as their limited knowledge of services they were entitled to, 

language barriers and fear of travelling alone and perceived negative attitudes of staff. Children often said 

that their confinement to the indoors post-migration was less a matter of choice and more a matter of 

parental decision to keep them safe.  

However, children should not be seen as passive receivers of their parents’ decisions and their active role 

in socially connecting their families and brokering access to services and places for other family members 

needs to be acknowledged and further documented (see Schaeffer, 2013; Sime and Fox, 2014b). Children’s 

agency, within the context of what local places have to offer, further illuminates the dynamic and ever 

changing engagement of children in the urban life, and factors such as children’s age, gender, length of stay, 

social class, families’ cultural beliefs and parenting styles are all key aspects to consider when examining 

children’s public lives. Nevertheless, the evidence presented in this section clearly maps out the social 
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inequalities inherent in cities and calls for more evidence on documenting not only how migrant children 

see themselves and the neighbourhoods they live in, but also for identifying ways of making cities more 

accessible and fair to newly arrived migrant children.  

 

A sense of place: Migrant children’s perspectives on their neighbourhoods as sites of socialisation 

and belonging 

There is growing interest in streets and neighbourhoods as spaces of ‘routine encounters of difference’ 

(Neal & Vincent, 2013). By examining the factors which impact on children’s spatial mobility in cities, this 

section sheds further light on the opportunities that migrant children have to form new social networks in 

their local areas, and the degree to which differences in children’s social and/or cultural backgrounds shape 

and affect these opportunities. Furthermore, through reflecting on children’s accounts, we document the 

mechanisms through which migrant children initiate, maintain and avoid relationships with those who are 

‘different’ to themselves. We are also interested here in reviewing the evidence on the nature and extent to 

which migrant children and their parents utilize their everyday encounters with ‘others’ in the 

neighbourhoods to diversify their social networks and use these as sources of access to opportunities for 

social participation.  

In the case of migrants, belonging and social inclusion are closely connected (Anthias, 2011), as experiences 

of social participation lead to a sense of a stake in society and acceptance. Studies on the intersection 

between social class and ethnicity (Archer, 2011; Ball et al., 2011; Neal and Vincent, 2013) have showed the 

class separations in socially diverse urban localities and the polarisations within ethnic groups, with the 

emergence of more affluent ethnic minority middle classes. Attributes of social class and the characteristics 

of the neighbourhoods in which migrants live (Devine, 2011; McGhee et al., 2013) influence the 

opportunities that migrant children have to build advantageous social networks and develop their sense of 

belonging. Schools are seen by children as important sites of socialisation and development of peer 

networks (Bak and Brömssen, 2010; Devine, 2009). Dustmann et al. (2010) have found however that ethnic 

minority children in Britain attended different schools from White British pupils, with clear evidence of 

ethnic segregation; while the average share of White British classmates for pupils who were White British 

themselves was of 93%, it was only 33.4% for Pakistani pupils. In more socially mixed schools, teachers 

often encouraged children to develop friendships with children of the same ethnicity, reflecting teachers’ 

a-critical approach to working with diverse learners (Devine, 2011). Others have showed how young 

migrants may be identified by teachers as ‘a problem’ that consumes valuable resources and pose a threat 

to the host society (Suárez-Orozco et al., 2011) and how their cultural capital may be devalued by schools 

(Leopold and Shavit, 2013; Moskal, 2014). Research has also focussed on the underachievement of migrant 

youth, especially in relation to ‘black-white gap in school achievements’ (Tomlinson, 2003). The 

achievement gap has been shown to be highest for first generation migrants (OECD, 2012 a,b) and rates 

of early school leaving are double for migrant youth compared with indigenous children (OECD, 2011). 
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Research also shows that migrant children arriving at secondary school age are particularly at risk of 

underachievement and social exclusion (OECD, 2012 a,b). Odé (2002) has argued that the educational level 

is the dominant explanatory variable of socio-economic and cultural integration and education is a highly 

important mobility channel. Nevertheless, evidence on the links between area deprivation and 

underachievement clearly point to the significance of place in the quality of children’s educational 

opportunities. Educational policies tackling social segregation by engineering social mixing have been 

shown to have minimal impact, as young people from different social backgrounds are separated in schools 

and communities through their own patterns of identification and disidentification (Reay, 2007). With social 

stratifications by neighbourhoods segregated mainly on the basis of affluence, ethnicity and social class, 

opportunities for inter-ethnic friendships and social mobility remain minimal for migrant youth from 

poorer backgrounds. Devine (2011) also shows how parents’ positioning in relation to their children’s 

schools will be influenced by the capitals they bring to the interaction and also by how other parents and 

teachers interact with them- these patterns of interaction are often ‘classed, racialized and gendered’ 

(Devine, 2011: 111), which makes schools sites which can perpetuate segregation rather than tackle it.  

Researchers have also turned their attention to the street as a site of socialisation and social relationships 

and despite modern day moral panics about ‘the stranger dancer’ and perceptions of risks, many children 

say that street play and socialisation is part of their daily routine (Penn and Lambert, 2009). Several factors 

have been identified as directly significant in relation to children’s independence in cities. Aspects such as 

perceived safety and risks (Watt and Stevenson, 1998; Matthews, 2003), design of public spaces and limited 

access to good quality services (Dillabough and Kennelly, 2010) and adults’ control (Sime and Fox, 2014a) 

have all been mentioned in relation to children’s independent access to public sites of socialisation. In 

addition, cultural beliefs and values, such as those linked to gender, have also been reported. In a study on 

children’s independent mobility with over 1000 children in inner London, O’Brien et al. (2003) reported 

that older Asian girls were particularly absent from the public realm, with only 37 percent of them allowed 

to play out unaccompanied in contrast to 92 percent of the Asian boys from the same neighbourhood. In 

our study of Eastern European migrants (Sime and Fox, 2014 b), children often thought that parents were 

less restrictive with boys when it came to playing outside or walking alone to local places, such as parks or 

libraries. 

The value of intra-ethnic and inter-ethnic networks and friendship groups as a mechanism for developing 

a sense of belonging and for facilitating access to resources has also been explored by research. While in 

the initial stages post-migration, children employ complex strategies to maintain transnational friendships 

(Haikkola, 2011), including using technologies to keep in touch and visiting friends during occasional trips 

to their homeland, these relationships fade over time due to lack of regular contact. New friendships are 

however not straight forward (Aboud et al., 2003; Sime and Fox, 2014 b), and migrant children experience 

contradictory feelings of excitement and anxiety, self-determination and self-protection, initiative and 

helplessness when it comes to making new friends. Friendship networks have been shown to fulfil various 

positive functions for children and young people (Hill, 2002), including access to wider, capital-forming 
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networks. However, the nature, strength of ties and dynamics of friendship networks varies considerably 

between children, and depend on factors such as age, gender, social class and children’s resourcefulness in 

initiating and maintaining social networks. Friendships are key to children’s overall satisfaction with their 

migratory experience and often provide key ties for accessing local resources. In our study of Eastern 

European children in Scotland, children talked about accessing services together with their Scottish and 

other minority friends who knew the area better.  Children’s resourcefulness in establishing friendships was 

also demonstrated in the diverse range of settings where new friendships were formed, often involving 

different levels of closeness and different network benefits. Marta, a Polish girl aged 11, who was living in 

Scotland for two years, explained how her friendship networks were mapped across contexts: 

Marta: My best friend is Weronika, she lives in Poland. 

Interviewer: Do you stay in touch? 

Marta: Yes, by email or Skype, although we don’t speak that often. 

Interviewer: In the diary, you wrote that your other friends are Agnieszka, Dominika, Laura, Mika. 

Marta: Laura is from Scotland and Mika is from Philippines, they are my friends from class, we do 

homework together, and Agnieszka and Dominika are from Poland, but they live in Scotland and 

they go to Saturday school, so we talk about Polish things together. And Sylwia, she is friend from 

my street.  

 

Marta’s example illustrates the dynamic and multi-sited nature of children’s friendships, many of which 

bridged over aspects of difference (Juggert et al., 2013), such as ethnicity or social class, and often bonded 

over gender as the main attribute. While inter-ethnic friendships seemed to enhance children’s knowledge 

of the local language and possibilities for involvement in local activities, intra-ethnic friendships, with 

children from the same nationality, were often cited as significant to children’s happiness and sense of 

identity. While the assumption is often that children’s shared language will immediately lead to bonding and 

friendships, migrant children often say that being from the same country is not enough to generate close 

relationships, due to markers such as social class or different interests (Sime and Fox, 2014 b). Evidence 

also exists on parents’ efforts to encourage children’s intra-ethnic networks through participation in 

diaspora events, in places such as complementary schools and churches. While these are often seen by 

parents as important spaces for children to experience cultural-specific norms and build friendships, they 

are not always the children’s choice, reflecting once more the active role of children in developing their 

own sense of belonging and identity.  

The evidence in this section highlights the need for a more nuanced approach to the analysis of children’s 

networks post-migration, by taking into consideration children’s multiple cultural frameworks which 

influence their networking decisions. Migrant children seem to draw upon a combination of inter-ethnic 

and intra-ethnic networks post-migration, often for different purposes. The opportunities for social 

networking are however configured by the places in which children live and this highlights the need to re-
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examine neighbourhoods for their potential to offer spaces for socialisation and active participation. There 

is concern that children in cities, and in particular migrant children recently arrived to an area, are faced 

with hostile urban landscapes, dominated by derelict or risky public spaces, inaccessible or poor services 

and threats from others, factors which all contribute to limiting children’s independent mobility and 

ultimately, their sense of belonging.   

 

Migrant children’s opportunities for social participation: A matter of children’s rights 

The participation of children and young people in decision-making processes is a relatively new 

phenomenon, arguably triggered by the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (1989). 

Article 12 of the convention clearly states that children and young people should have their opinions taken 

into account in all major decisions affecting their rights. Some have argued that the most significant change 

brought by the convention is the way in which children have become ‘visible’ and the fact that the broader 

civil society feel compelled to include children in any interventions and debates (Van Beers et al., 2006). 

Nevertheless, Hart (2009) argues that children’s participation in decision making with adults or through 

consultation is a narrow view of children’s participation through citizenship and although giving them a 

voice, it does not address their participation in civil society. While the case for listening to children and 

young people’s views has been made and research and policy acknowledge children’s agency, evidence from 

research suggests that children and young people mainly feel marginalised in communities. In relation to 

migrant children, the evidence summarised in this chapter shows the diverse social contexts in which they 

live their lives and the considerable impact that adults’ everyday attitudes and practices affect their 

opportunities for genuine participation and involvement in community. 

Authors have spoken against a tokenistic approach of consultations with children and young people, when 

these are taking place. Morrow (2006) emphasises the importance of acting on children’s recommendations, 

while taking into account the particular contexts of their participation and the different characteristics of 

children in terms of gender, social class, dis/ability, ethnicity, religion, sexual orientation and previous 

experiences of participation. As with adults, participation in consultation and community events seems to 

attract mainly articulated, well-educated and usually middle-class young people. This can often lead to a 

sense of unrepresentativeness of consultations, limited voice and sense of marginalisation, and result in 

spaces and services which do not meet young people’s needs.  

In order to increase opportunities for social participation in relation to migrant children in cities, education 

services, local planning and decision making bodies need to listen to  migrant children’s experiences and 

ideas on innovation in existing services designed for majority, mono-cultural populations, and identify ways 

of increasing their autonomy and mobility.  This implies identifying better mechanisms for their effective 

inclusion in consultations on urban designs, modernisation of public spaces and services and how cities can 

become ‘fairer’ and child-friendly. Evidence from research suggests that migrant children, although more 
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and more visible in cities, are paradoxically invisible in terms of service delivery and policy, although 

research has documented the needs of migrant young people in cities from their perspective. When asked, 

migrant young people refer to the poor availability of services in the local areas, linguistic and cultural 

barriers in accessing these, negative attitudes of staff who deliver these services, run down local areas and 

fears over their safety. These findings highlight the importance of revising service provision in areas which 

have become more multi-cultural through migration in recent years and address urban community 

dynamics. A prominent theme that emerges from research is the significance of community attitudes 

towards migrants. This often leads child migrants to isolate themselves in the home for fears over their 

safety, especially when living in run-down or deprived areas, and leads migrant parents to restricting their 

children’s independent mobility. Recognising the power differentials between different groups at 

community levels (between different groups of adults, different groups of children, and between adults and 

children) and identifying ways in which inter-generational and inter-ethnic tensions may lead to 

marginalisation or self-exclusion of migrants is key to identifying community-based solutions, in order to 

increase migrant children’s opportunities for genuine inclusion and civic participation.  

 

Conclusion: Towards fairer cities for migrant children 

The evidence presented in this chapter has shown the marginality of migrant children in cities. The emphasis 

that recent social policies have placed on social mixing has not always translated into community cohesion 

and supportive environments for newly arrived migrants. While policies need to identify more positive 

participatory ways to bridge generations and cultural groups in communities, debates on the role of children 

and young people’s place in cities need also to move away from monolithic views of the ‘urban child’. The 

studies to date on migrant children’s experiences have shown the multitude of the ways in which children 

routinely navigate the urban spaces in which they find themselves post-migration and how they 

continuously develop their competency in engaging with others in opportunities for social participation. 

However, questions as to whether they have genuine opportunities for social inclusion and participation 

still remain. The inherent, multiple ways in which (adults in) cities restrict migrant children’s mobility and a 

narrow understanding on how children can access opportunities and take an active role in improving urban 

landscapes are currently hindering the development of inclusive social policies which reflect fairly minority 

children’s voice. Their experiences of ‘difference’ and marginality are experienced in a range of settings, at 

home, school and in their neighbourhoods, through everyday encounters with others and the social and 

affective practices of structural exclusion. 

 

Currently, limited consideration of the different ways in which (adults in) cities restrict migrant children’s 

mobility and a narrow understanding of how children newly arrived in a city face barriers in their everyday 

practices of accessing opportunities are hindering the development of inclusive social policies which reflect 

fairly children’s voice.  Equally, current discourses around socially inclusive cities are in contrast with 
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migrant children’s everyday experiences of independent mobility and genuine social participation. This 

means that social policies of urban planning and service improvement need to consider novel ways of 

enhancing young people’s participation and engage more meaningfully with new migrants as a matter of 

course. There can be no doubt that better provision of services for migrant children, improved access to 

local opportunities for social engagement and increased participation of migrant children in designing urban 

landscapes and improving existing services are key aspects of any future actions of social planning and 

increased community cohesion in cities. 
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