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Abstract

This article stems from the EU project ‘Learning from the margins’ (LEMA), which exam
ined the circumstances of young people experiencing social exclusion as well as carrying 
out inclusive socio-educational interventions to address the challenges they faced. 
The part of the study conducted in Spain focused on young migrants and sought to 
analyse the ecosystem resilience experienced by participants affiliated with a third- 
sector organization involved in the project. An Educational Research Squared (ER2) 
methodology was used which combined social work with an enquiry-based approach. 
ER2 is a socio-educational intervention for young people, structured around a multimodal 
approach that integrates environmental, critical, and inclusive dimensions. The enquiry- 
based approach included lifelines of the young migrants, a young migrants’ focus group, 
a SWOT analysis for socio-educational professionals, a professionals’ focus group, and 
analytical diaries of university students volunteering for the project. The results were 
structured into three categories: Dreams, Barriers, and Support. Despite facing numerous 
barriers, the young participants continued to seek opportunities to realize their migration 
aspirations, which became more attainable when suitable support systems were avail
able. The creation of a social fabric and their interaction with people contributed to the 
development of a resilient ecosystem.
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Introduction

This article is based on the research conducted within the EU project 
‘Learning from the margins. Social inclusion of highly marginalized young 
people urban settings’ (ref. 2019-1-DK01-KA203-060285), implemented in 
three countries (Denmark, Sweden, and Spain). It aimed to gain insights 
into the experiences of young individuals living in marginalized circum
stances, with the goal of promoting their social inclusion.

There were two partners in each country: One university and one third- 
sector organization that carried out socio-educational programmes for 
young people who experienced marginalization. The participants from 
each country had autonomy over the implementation of the project and 
were able to adapt it according to their respective idiosyncrasies. In Spain, 
as a request of the participating third-sector organization, research was 
conducted with a group of young migrants formerly in care. Within the 
broader framework outlined above, the specific aim was to analyse the resil
ience experienced by these young migrants during their migration process. 
Resilience was understood from an ecosystem perspective that surpasses the 
individualist approach (Ruiz-Rom�an and Herrera-Pastor 2020). This manu
script reports on the findings of the project undertaken in Spain.

The project methodology was called Educational Research Squared 
(ER2). The letter ‘E’, which represents education, was raised to the second 
power to indicate its dual nature. The first aspect of ER2 focused on conduct
ing pedagogical research on a socio-educational issue, while the second as
pect involved implementing socio-educational actions (social work) aimed at 
young people. The study used various sources to collect information, includ
ing the participating young individuals, the professionals working with them, 
and the university students volunteering for the project. The data collection 
techniques employed included lifelines and biographical interviews, focus 
groups, SWOT analyses, and analytical diaries.

The analytical process followed the grounded theory approach, and the 
study’s results were categorized into three main themes: Dreams, Barriers, 
and Support. The participants’ dreams held great significance, as they 
gave purpose to the migration journey and fuelled their determination to 
persevere. These young people encountered various barriers, and the vul
nerable position they entered upon turning eighteen was exacerbated by 
the challenges associated with irregular migration during this phase of 
their lives. These obstacles sometimes took the form of prejudice, which 
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hindered their social and professional advancement, among other aspects. 
Conversely, they received support through various channels, although there 
was a need for additional resources and optimization of specific procedures. 
The most noteworthy form of support was the one characterized as ‘genuine’. 
The ER2 methodology proved to be a crucial source of support, and an ideal 
approach for conducting research and social work actions concurrently.

The findings show that support is an enabling and empowering factor for 
young participants to overcome barriers and pursue their dreams. Resilient 
ecosystems are needed to operate as protective environments and support 
the healthy development of all individuals (in this case young migrants).

Theoretical framework

This section provides a state-of-the-art overview of the population group 
with whom the study was conducted in Spain, i.e. young migrants for
merly in care. It also discusses the epistemological approaches used in the 
specific research focus adopted, namely ecosystem resilience.

Young migrants formerly in care

There has been a notable increase in migration flows from Africa to 
Europe since the 1990s, involving a growing number of minors travelling 
alone (Senovilla 2017). These children and adolescents are referred to as 
‘Unaccompanied Foreign Minors’ (United Nations 2005). Upon identification 
in Spain, they are officially recognized as being in a vulnerable situation and 
become sheltered by various protective measures (Article 172.1 of the Spanish 
Civil Code). However, when these young individuals come of age they face a 
challenge, as these protective provisions no longer apply to the same extent, 
often leaving them in precarious circumstances. At this stage, they are classi
fied as ‘young people formerly in care’, specifically, ‘young migrants formerly 
in care’. This group is the focal point of this article.

According to Spain’s Ministry of Inclusion, Social Security and 
Migration, in September 2025 there were 16,606 young migrants formerly 
in care aged between 18 and 23 with residence permits in Spain (2025). 
The main countries of origin of these young migrants were Morocco (from 
where more than half, specifically, 54%, originated), followed by Gambia 
(13%), Algeria (11%), and Senegal (9%); 94% of them were male. A signifi
cant proportion were integrated into the labour market, with 71% being 
registered within the Social Security system.

In the Spanish region of Andalusia, where the study took place (Law 1 
1998), concerning the Rights and Care of Minors, stipulates that the authori
ties will provide assistance to these youths, particularly in the first year after 
leaving the protection facility, to ensure their social and vocational integration 
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(Article 37.2). This involves implementing programmes that facilitate such 
integration and enable them to become fully autonomous (Article 19.1.f). 
Programme þ18 was created for this purpose. It was implemented through 
two different arrangements. One includes high-level provision, which essen
tially entails the availability of ‘independent-living flats’. The other arrange
ment (mid-level provision) involves different types of actions taken by a 
network of organizations to facilitate social and employment integration for 
these young people.

Law 26 (2015), concerning the Legal Protection of Minors within the 
child and adolescent protection system, led to a state-wide improvement 
of the applicable regulations regarding the emancipation of young 
migrants formerly in care. It explicitly recognized the need to implement 
programmes to prepare these particularly vulnerable young people for in
dependent living (specifically, Articles 11.4 and 22, sub-section 2). 
However, the Federation of organizations with assisted-living projects and 
flats (FEPA 2020) reported that only a few regions have dedicated support 
programmes for young migrants formerly in care. Hence, the majority of 
these young people struggle to meet their basic needs regarding housing, 
sustenance, education, and employment, and live in highly vulnerable 
conditions. These challenges are further compounded by the obstacles 
they encounter in regularizing their stay in the country and the difficulties 
inherently associated with their migrant status, including language bar
riers, limited support networks, and social prejudice.

While both formal and informal socio-educational support resources are 
usually provided in the migrant trajectories of these young people, evidence 
shows the imperative need to improve their socio-educational support net
works for inclusion. They are currently confronted with a dearth of oppor
tunities that manifests in social marginalization, including unemployment, 
job insecurity, low income, and homelessness (Santana et al. 2018; Ruiz 
et al. 2019; Gullo et al. 2021). While some socio-educational programmes 
are being developed to promote their social inclusion (Herrera-Pastor et al. 
2022) that usually encompass food and accommodation, training actions, 
and/or employment guidance, research has indicated that these efforts re
main insufficient and lack a personalized approach (Del Valle et al. 2008) 
which could provide comprehensive coverage, including mental health 
(Yates and Grey 2012; Cassarino-Perez et al. 2018; Sulimani-Aidan 2020). 
Findings have suggested that these young individuals need more consistent 
socio-educational support to enable them to cultivate resilience and success
fully pursue their life goals.

Ecosystem resilience

In recent years, the concept of resilience has undergone a significant 
transformation within the realm of the social sciences. In its early days, it 
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was viewed from a person-centred perspective, focusing primarily on indi
vidual abilities (Werner and Smith 1982). Based on some research findings, 
resilience came to be understood not merely as a personality trait, but as a 
dynamic, complex, and interactive process (Rutter 1987). Interacting with 
the environment can stimulate the development of qualities that enable 
individuals to overcome adversity. Context can operate as a protective factor 
that supports the development of resilience. Garmezy (1985) classified pro
tective factors as individual, familial, and social or extra-familial, which 
helped frame resilience as a capacity that can be nurtured across multiple 
domains and levels, from the micro to the meso and macro contexts. This 
is where social work and socio-educational action play a key role. Ungar 
(2015) described resilience as a systemic process in which each individual’s 
physical and social ecologies can provide useful resources. The different 
public systems and services, such as education, health, social services, and 
employment, should ensure that the ecosystems that every individual is im
mersed in offer resources that serve as protective factors, particularly for 
vulnerable populations. This is what we term ecosystem resilience.

Manciaux (2003) argued that society has an obligation to provide the 
support necessary for resilience to flourish. State institutions at different 
levels (national, regional, and local) should use social work to lead the re
view of mechanisms that generate adverse structural conditions and en
sure the creation of a healthy social fabric in each context. The kind of 
social fabric that translates into protective factors and promotes resilience.

Ecosystem resilience must be accompanied by the development of a cul
ture of support in which all social actors, especially the most influential 
ones, including the overall population, recognize their shared responsibil
ity and act accordingly. This culture should be fostered through critical, 
ethical, humanistic, and holistic education grounded in the common good 
(UNESCO 2015).

Methodology

The general focus of the project was to analyse the circumstances faced by 
marginalized youth in each country in order to contribute to their social 
inclusion. Given that the group under study in Spain was formed by 
young migrants formerly in care, a specific objective was added, namely, 
to examine the ecosystem resilience experienced by these young people. 
The evidence presented in this article is drawn from the research con
ducted in that country.

The methodology used was Educational Research Squared (ER2). This 
methodology is described in subsections 3.1 and 3.2. Section 3.2 discusses 
the relationship between research and socio-educational interventions among 
young people, and provides an overview of its underpinning assumptions. 
Subsection 3.3 presents the fieldwork carried out in the study. Finally, 
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subsection 3.4 addresses the processes concerned with data categorization 
and scientific ethics.

Educational research squared (ER2)

Educational Research (ER) is any scientific inquiry or study conducted on 
an educational issue from a pedagogical perspective. Educational Research 
Squared (ER2) refers to educational research that incorporates not only 
the elements mentioned above but also entails an interconnected socio- 
educational action (social work) conducted alongside the research. ‘E’, 
which stands for education, was raised to the second power to signify that 
it occurs in a twofold manner: (1) highlighting the socio-pedagogical nature 
of the research and (2) incorporating within it a social work (socio-educa
tional) intervention (Herrera-Pastor et al. 2025). This research encompasses 
a socio-educational intervention with young migrants which was at the core 
of the study. Indeed, without this intervention, the research would not have 
been conducted with the same level of coherence and depth it achieved. 
And conversely, neither would the young participants have benefitted from 
the intervention.

ER2 is a highly versatile method with a distinct character, which offers 
a fully open-ended approach in terms of its object of study, research aims, 
procedures, and techniques. It is particularly well suited to socio-critical 
research and to work with minority groups requiring empowering and 
inclusive processes.

Foundations of the integration between the research process and 
socio-educational intervention

The research was carried out in Spain through a social work process, spe
cifically, a socio-educational intervention involving the young participants. 
The following section describes the main actions that shaped this inter
vention. It outlines the socio-pedagogical underpinning employed and 
illustrates the interconnected research activities undertaken. This will con
tribute to a better understanding of the ER2 method.

The exploratory work involved analysing the young participants’ migration 
stories from the viewpoint of ecosystem resilience. The socio-educational in
tervention was a combination of the environmental, critical, and inclusive 
approaches, a comprehensive model that enabled a more far-reaching socio- 
pedagogical and research action.

The aim of the environmental approach was to establish a suitable setting 
for the project. It was not thought advisable to undertake work with young 
people without first creating a trusting environment. The work plan 
entailed holding weekly meetings (3–4 hours per session) over two 3-month 
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periods. As they were unfamiliar with the project, it was decided that the 
intervention would be conducted in a leisurely, informal manner. The first 
sessions were therefore entirely recreational and focused on creating an envi
ronment of trust, building relationships and developing a sense of connection 
(Herrera-Pastor et al. 2020a) between the various participants (young migrants, 
volunteers, educators, and researchers). The activities proposed in the sessions 
were agreed upon with the young participants or explicitly requested by them, 
which generated interest and motivation, as well as strengthening their in
volvement in the project (Iglesias et al. 2023). This enabled them to benefit 
from the various aims of the intervention and research.

The intervention and research was built on the strength of this environ
ment. The sessions used a combined approach, as they were structured 
around leisure, social, sporting, or cultural activities. A time slot was then 
dedicated to studying their migration trajectories. Pair work was used to 
facilitate this task. Each participant was supported by a volunteer, educa
tor, or researcher. The volunteers were students of the Degree in Social 
Education, the educators were professionals from the organization and the 
researchers worked at the University. Each of them was properly briefed 
on the tasks to be completed. They all attended every session, participated 
in the recreational activities that took place in the first part of the meet
ings, and then the pairs broke up to work independently. This provided a 
more personal, private space.

The second approach adopted in the intervention was the critical one. 
The socio-educational accompaniment intervention model (Herrera-Pastor 
et al. 2020b) was used to implement this approach. It is based on walking 
alongside the other person to provide them with socio-pedagogical support 
and guidance along the way. The use of pair learning played a crucial 
strategic role at this stage.

Thought-provoking questions were used to encourage the young partici
pants to reflect on their migration experiences. These reflections culminated 
in a focus group session in which they engaged in a lively discussion of the 
more substantive issues that had emerged during their individual interac
tions. These steps were designed to support their critical thinking about 
their own situations. As a result, they received socio-educational support 
that helped lay the foundations for a comprehensive understanding of their 
circumstances (Mangone and Masullo 2023). This process proved empower
ing and strengthened their capacity to cope with situations of risk.

The inclusive approach was implemented across the previous two on a 
cross-cutting basis. The aim sought by using the prior perspectives was 
also to contribute to their full social development.

A crucial aspect of the entire project was the participation of volunteers, 
a group of university students of the same age as the young migrants who 
took part in the study. Their involvement not only contributed to expand 
the social circle of these young people but also gave them the chance to 
engage with the local community. This interaction was highly rewarding 
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for the participants, as it helped them realize that they were fulfilling their 
migration aspirations and bolstered their motivation to persevere.

Fieldwork

The research was carried out by the University of Malaga in Spain and a 
third-sector organization that supports migrant people’s integration. This 
association implemented a transition-to-adulthood programme with young 
migrants formerly in care. Specifically, it had two ‘independent-living flats’ 
which accommodated up to six people. Both flats were for males only, 
and only Moroccan boys aged between 18 and 21 years lived in them dur
ing the research process. In addition to covering their basic needs (food 
and accommodation), the association also provided them with various 
forms of direct and indirect support by networking with other educational, 
legal, professional, and social organizations to help them regularize their 
stay in Spain and become emancipated.

Although the project employed additional data collection techniques 
and sources of information, the following sections describe those used for 
this manuscript:

Lifelines

In order to meet the research objective described above, the first step was 
to study the migration trajectory of the participating young migrants. This 
started with each person setting out a 'Lifeline’. The lifeline is a technique 
used in biographical research that entails visually depicting a person’s life 
in chronological order, noting the significant milestones or events oc
curred (Gramling and Carr 2004). In this case, a graphical representation 
was employed, by placing on a timeline summaries of the experiences that 
had been important in the life story of the subject of study. Lifelines were 
created for eight young people (the rest did not wish to do so or were un
able to participate due to training or work-related commitments). Each of 
them responded to biographical interviews on 4 occasions; therefore, a to
tal of 32 of these interviews were conducted.

Young migrants’ focus group

The biographical study culminated in a focus group session in which they 
jointly reflected on the most substantive aspects that had emerged from 
the lifeline processes. The discussion dealt with the complex situation in 
which they found themselves, which was analysed from a critical perspec
tive. Their resilient character was assessed and potential pathways for 
progress were envisioned.
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The focus group included primarily young migrants who had completed 
their lifelines, alongside other young individuals who were related to the 
association, even if they were not residing in the coming-of-age pro
gramme flats. In total, nine young people discussed the commonalities 
and divergences in their life stories for 2 hours.

Professionals’ SWOT analysis

In order to explore the perspective of the professionals working with these 
young people, a joint SWOT (Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities, and 
Threats) analysis session was organized to discover their findings regard
ing the processes involved in the social integration of the participating 
young migrants formerly in care.

The session was held online and lasted 1 hour. Four professionals par
ticipated: two of them were members of the association (the project coor
dinator and the educator responsible for the coming-of-age programme), 
and the other two were professionals from other organizations belonging 
to the socio-educational network with which the association collaborated. 
The former belonged to the agency that provided primary care to young 
people in this situation, and the latter was responsible for mid-level ser
vice provision where some activities were carried out with young people. 
These diverse profiles made it possible to gather testimonies from different 
perspectives of this ecosystem.

Professionals’ focus group

In another session, a 2-hour focus group was held with the same profes
sionals with whom the SWOT had been conducted. This session covered 
similar aspects to those addressed in the focus group of young migrants, 
although they were analysed from a professional perspective, which made 
it possible to compare both perspectives.

Analytical diaries by university student volunteers

Four students from the Degree in Social Education at the University of 
Malaga volunteered to participate in the project. Their main task was to 
provide socio-educational support to the group of young migrants. This 
was carried out on a weekly basis in two phases which lasted approxi
mately 3 months each. The ultimate goal was inclusion, considering that 
the university students were approximately the same age as the young 
people who participated in the project but came from a different back
ground. This opened up new opportunities for all participants involved. 
Once they had completed their accompaniment period, the four students 
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handed in an analytical diary based on their experience, which was incor
porated into the project as a record.

Categorization of data and scientific ethics

A triangulation of data collection methods (thirty two biographical interviews, 
eight lifelines, one SWOT analysis, two focus groups, and four analytical dia
ries) and sources of information (young migrants formerly in care, various 
professionals from a related network, and university students) were used.

Categories were created following the Grounded theory approach (Glaser 
and Strauss 1980) using the data analysis software ATLAS.ti (version 7.5). The 
following categories of analysis were identified: Dreams, Barriers and Support.

The terms of participation were negotiated with all informants, who 
gave their consent. The identities of the persons and organizations to 
which the testimonies referred remained confidential. Confidentiality of 
the information was also guaranteed in accordance with scientific ethics 
and applicable data protection regulations in Spain. The research was cer
tified by the Ethics Committee of Experimentation of the University of 
Malaga (reference number of said certificate: 123-2023-H).

Results

The results from the analysis of the categories (Dreams, Barriers and 
Support) are outlined below.

Dreams: ‘A better future’. ‘A normal life’

The shared dream of these young people was to achieve a better life. Living 
conditions were harsh and prospects for the future appeared bleak in their 
country of origin. These young migrants did not want to resign themselves 
to the life that they seemed doomed to have; irregular migration was one of 
the alternatives they found to try to change their situation. 

We left our country to improve our lives (Mohamed, Lifeline).

Their dreams were not about excess or opulence; rather, they aspired to 
have what would be a ‘normal’ life for other people: a decent job, a decent 
family, and a decent home. Their circumstances prevented them from 
building that life project in their places of origin. Incidentally, their life 
project was not only intended to be for them, but also to help their fami
lies so that their descendants could have better life expectations. 

My dream is to be a normal person, working ( … ). I want to be a 
hairdresser (Hassan, Lifeline).
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My dream is to have a house, a family, a child (Achraf, Lifeline).

I came to Spain to look for a good future. To work, to help my family 
(Jahir, Lifeline).

I don’t want what happened to me [lack of opportunities] to happen to 
my children. I want them to grow up in a country where they have rights, 
so that they can fulfil [the dreams that] I have not been able to fulfil 
(Ousmane, Lifeline).

The living conditions that they believed exist in Europe seemed to satisfy 
their expectations in life. By migrating to Spain they hoped to have greater 
opportunities to realize their dreams. 

[Spain] is a country of law and ( … ). A waiter in Morocco works without 
a contract or anything, and perhaps earns e270 a month, without social 
protection or anything (Ousmane, young migrants’ focus group).

In Morocco, young people from the working classes are often able to 
find unskilled jobs with precarious working conditions, working long 
hours within the black economy for very low wages. The purchasing 
power the majority of them have is insufficient for emancipation and full 
autonomy. In these circumstances, they could not envisage a life project 
such as the one they longed for. 

With that income just eating and buying some clothes and that’s it. I can’t 
buy a house or anything … (Jahir, Lifeline).

Barriers: ‘We are not equal’. ‘If you are good, you have to prove it’

Once they embarked on their migration journey, they faced a variety of 
barriers. The most significant are presented below.

All the participating young migrants were critical of the situation that 
often arises when they come of age. At this point, the child protection 
mechanisms that protected them cease to exist and they have to live by 
their own means, which is often extremely difficult for them due to their 
circumstances (irregular status, homelessness, often extreme poverty, un
employment, insufficient income, linguistic and cultural disadvantage, 
stigma, etc.). This makes it difficult for them to become integrated in soci
ety and, moreover, to meet the requirements to be able to regularize their 
immigration status, which is what they need as a matter of priority. 

Without papers it is very difficult, really (Rahim, Lifeline).

Another significant obstacle is bureaucracy, partly because of the continu
ous barriers imposed on them and partly because these young people are 
not used to fulfilling administrative procedures (language, requirements, 
forms, deadlines, etc.). They found this frustrating and discouraging. 

The system excludes them. There are many administrative hurdles (Nabil, 
Professionals’ SWOT analyses).
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Prejudice towards people who migrate irregularly is a hindrance that 
undermines their way of being in the receiving country. The participat
ing migrants felt uneasy about being labelled and treated unfairly. This 
conditions the development of their identity and, as a consequence, 
their inclusion. 

Many people in the street think that we are going to mug them ( … ). 
[That we are] not good people (Rahim, Lifeline).

When they hear that someone has stolen something, they think we are all 
the same (Achraf, Lifeline).

[But] we are not equal (Jahir, Lifeline).

These stereotypes, which are so widespread in the social imaginary, 
further complicate their already difficult situation. For example, by condi
tioning the perception of employers and, therefore, affecting such crucial 
aspects as job searching, which plays a major role in terms of how their 
situation fares. They have to continually demonstrate that they are 
not these clich�es, in order to try to dismantle the mistrust that often exists 
towards them in the first place. 

To get a job we need people to trust us, because there are a lot of people 
who don’t trust us ( … ). On the [social] media there are pictures of 
thieves, unaccompanied foreign minors … who do this and that and so on, 
but they don’t know that there are bad people and good people among us. 
We want people to trust us. This way it’ll be easier for us to get a job 
( … ). If you are good, you have to prove it (Hakim, young migrants’ 
focus group).

Support: Holistic. ‘Genuine’. ‘The golden key’

Support is a key element in facing adversity, overcoming barriers, and sus
taining dreams. This section will review the main support networks that 
these young people encountered in their journey.

When they turned 18, many of them left the centres for the protection 
of minors and headed for the Spanish city where they felt they would 
have the best chance of continuing their migration journey. Informal networks 
proved to be significant sources of support at crucial times. 

I came to this city because I have friends here from the centre for the 
protection of minors and from my country. They can help me a bit. And I 
also know a nice local person who does what he can to help me [ … ] 
where to sleep and where to eat (Jahir, Lifeline).

Jahir was homeless for 2 months. At first, he shared a shack with an
other young man. Then he moved to another place where someone gave 
him a mattress and brought him food every day. After that time he went 
into a shelter. Finally, the association involved in the project found a place 
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for him in one of the independent-living flats for young migrants who had 
formerly been in care. 

When I arrived, I’d been living on the street. In the street you go hungry, 
you get cold, there are bad people … The street is very painful 
(Jahir, Lifeline).

The association helps us a lot with housing, to live, to eat, they help you 
with papers, with your difficulties and everything (Mohamed, Lifeline).

The city where the project is located has several organizations that try 
to cover the basic needs of the most vulnerable people (accommodation, 
food, hygiene, etc.). Some organizations (such as the association that par
ticipated in the project) also support them in tackling other issues: provid
ing them with formal training, helping them to learn Spanish, supporting 
them in regularizing their immigrant status and overcoming administra
tive barriers, and providing them with legal advice. They also assist them 
in job searching and finding vocational training.

Many of these actions are referred to other organizations, which 
requires inter-organization coordination. This is a joint effort to provide 
each young person with holistic and inclusive basic development: meeting 
basic physical and safety needs, and helping them to become integrated 
into society.

The young people who participated in the study remembered professio
nals who provided crucial support in their journey. They stressed their 
role because they felt that they had ‘really’ wanted to help them. 

There are educators who do a perfect job. They are good people. They are 
right. They don’t forget anyone. And they want to help. Yes, they really 
work (Rahim, Lifeline).

These professionals’ strong belief in their work was frequently 
highlighted, as they found that it was a potential catalyst for change and 
improved their lives. They were fully aware of the interplay among the 
different actors and agents within the existing socio-educational context. 

One of our strengths is those of us who are involved in this believe in it 
(Clara, SWOT professionals).

… mutual support. Each team member contributes to the full extent of 
their potential’ (Mahdi, Professionals’ focus group).

The project covered in this article has become a very strong source of 
support for young people, including in terms of overcoming hard times; to 
the extent that some even considered it to be a family. 

Thanks to the project we play, have fun, watch football, go for a coffee. I 
like this project because [it helps us] not to feel alone at home. For 
example, we don’t get to that time when you run out of patience and feel 
bad ( … ). I feel good [about the project] because now we are like a family, 
now everyone has another family (Hakim, young migrants’ focus group).

Social work and ecosystem resilience   Page 13 of 19 

D
ow

nloaded from
 https://academ

ic.oup.com
/bjsw

/advance-article/doi/10.1093/bjsw
/bcag026/8525016 by U

niversidad de M
alaga user on 23 M

arch 2026



The university student volunteers played a key role in these develop
ments. They established good relationships with the young migrants that 
exceeded the scope of the project. This enabled the young migrants to 
broaden their social circle by interacting with local peers of their own age, 
fostering a sense of inclusiveness. Some even became friends and their re
lationship continues to this day. Here are Ousmane’s words about Juan 
Angel, a university student volunteer: 

You are a positive person, brother ( … ). I thought our relationship was 
only in the project. I said: 'This is where it ends’. But as I reminded you, 
we have been talking and keeping in touch almost for the whole of the 
lockdown … That was one thing. And also, after the lockdown, in your 
free time you invited me to your house and so on. I already know many 
of your friends and all. And whenever I am with you, you take a bit of 
time to help me stay positive and to keep fighting; that is something that 
gives me hope, brother (Lifeline).

Despite these forms of support, there are still gaps in other areas. When 
the participants were asked about this, they agreed that having a job that 
would enable them to regularize their immigration status would be key to 
achieving stability in other areas of their lives. 

Mahmoud: Job opportunities.

Mohamed: Work, contract.

Abdul: I’ll tell you two things to be happy: Work and papers.

Omar: It changes your life.

Abdul: It changes your life very quickly. With that, you find yourself a 
wife and your own house, and you’re at peace (Young migrants’ 
focus group).

A job is a golden key (Ousmane, young migrants’ focus group).

Discussion and conclusions

The three categories analysed, namely, Dreams, Barriers, and Support, are 
the backbone of the migration trajectories of these young people. They are 
consistent with those found in other similar studies (Hiles et al. 2014).

The dreams of young migrants emerge against the backdrop of the op
pressive situation in their home countries, as they are fully aware that 
people live differently in other places. In an attempt to fulfil their dreams, 
they often take many risks and make enormous sacrifices (Senovilla 2017). 
It is remarkable that theirs are not dreams of grandeur, but they aspire to 
live with basic standards that allow them to grow as people, to help their 
families in their countries of origin, and to provide better opportunities 
for their descendants. Their driving force is to turn the inequality they 

Page 14 of 19 D. Herrera-Pastor 

D
ow

nloaded from
 https://academ

ic.oup.com
/bjsw

/advance-article/doi/10.1093/bjsw
/bcag026/8525016 by U

niversidad de M
alaga user on 23 M

arch 2026



experience into equitable opportunities, and to decide about their own 
life. An ethical and liberating component can be discerned in their moti
vations. This is what gives a sense of purpose to the processes experienced 
by these young people and becomes the cornerstone on which they can 
build resilience (Vanistendael 2015).

These young people face many adversities along the way. The situation 
they are confronted with when they turn 18, having to live by their own 
means after leaving the child protection system, is often extremely diffi
cult. To minimize its impact and promote a smoother transition, the 
socio-educational preparation to be provided beforehand must be opti
mized, taking into account the various risks they are likely to face in cir
cumstances of vulnerability and disadvantage (Yates and Grey 2012; 
Sulimani-Aidan 2020). On the other hand, they are troubled by the preju
dices that often exist against their population group, especially because 
the native population usually fails to empathize with their situation; the 
bad behaviour displayed by one young migrant should not tar them all 
with the same brush. Such prejudices create an atmosphere of mistrust 
around them that complicates their daily lives, encourages exclusion and/ 
or segregation, and restricts interaction. These young migrants have to 
continually prove that they can be trusted. The challenge for societies that 
pursue inclusion is to transform this stereotypical culture into one that is 
more respectful of diversity. This is a clear example of the culture of 
obstacles or the culture of support referred to in the theoretical frame
work. While it is not the only factor involved, education plays a key role 
in this process. Education is not solely the responsibility of those within 
the education system and families. It also falls on the most influential 
groups in society, such as politicians, the media, and employers, among 
others. In essence, this is a collective responsibility shared among all so
cial agents, including citizens, as we all play a role in shaping and uphold
ing the culture we live in. For this reason, it is necessary to educate the 
population as a whole in order to raise awareness of co-responsibility in 
this respect, to ensure that everyone can act accordingly within their 
own position.

Support networks seek to contribute to overcoming barriers and en
abling dreams, promoting equity and ethics (Parry and Weatherhead 
2014). This kind of support often manifests in different forms (formal, in
formal, etc.). The aim is to deliver comprehensive care through the amal
gamation of high-level and mid-level provision. Nonetheless, there is an 
imperative need to enhance the personalization and consistency of the 
transition processes, enabling the young individuals to achieve complete 
emancipation and autonomy (Del Valle et al. 2008; Cassarino-Perez et al. 
2018). The professionals who ‘really’ support them are significant players 
[resilience mentors (Cyrulnik 2001)] in this protection ecosystem. For its 
part, the empowering, emancipatory, and inclusive process of Educational 
Research Squared (ER2) has an important methodological impact. It is 
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suitable for combining research and social work (socio-educational inter
ventions), especially with people at risk.

As can be seen, the combination of different forms of support contrib
utes to the creation of a resilient ecosystem that helps young migrants 
overcome adversity. It also highlights that the various forms of social 
work are key elements in building healthy developmental environments.

The social state and the rule of law must try to eliminate structural 
risks and provide specific protective factors. To do so, as Madariaga (2014)
noted, it must ensure that the social fabric needed for each specific con
text is in place. It should plant a warp at the necessary levels (macro, 
meso, micro) and provide the weft so that the social fabric can be woven 
for the suitable development of all people (Molina-Cuesta 2022). All the 
elements should form a social tapestry that will operate in different ways. 
One element would be to provide handles to grasp onto during adversity, 
preventing the individual being dragged down. Another would be to place 
a tightrope walker’s net that protects against a fatal outcome in case of 
failure, and gives people a second chance. And a final one would be to of
fer leverage points that become driving forces for individuals.

Currently, one of the main challenges for social work policy and prac
tice is to ensure that both adopt an ecosystemic approach. The different 
public administrations, which are ultimately responsible for the social 
actions carried out with this group, must understand they are interde
pendent, and must overcome the existing fragmentation in order to 
achieve more holistic and sustainable responses to these issues. This 
requires addressing them collaboratively, as well as implementing meas
ures and creating mechanisms that enable genuine network-based social 
work (Herrera-Pastor et al. 2025).
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