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During 2018 and 2019 the Balkans Migration and
Displacement Hub carried out a research on
informal practices of unaccompanied and separated
children traveling the Balkans route. The results are
presented in the report “Struggling to Survive”. The
challenges met during the research and learnings from
the process of overcoming these challenges are
collected and presented in a document “Researching
UASC: Lessons learned”, hoping to contribute to the
body of knowledge for migration research and,
particularly, research on children in migrations. Key
conclusions and recommendations are outlined in this
summary.
Migrations are interesting but also a challenging topic for
the research due to the variety of factors.
Refugees and migrants are often hard to reach – they
often do not stay long enough in one place for researchers
to collect data or to properly monitor/ evaluate
interventions. They can be reluctant to talk about their
experiences or provide information about themselves.
There is often a language and a cultural barrier between
them and the researchers.
Collecting quantitative data on refugees and migrants is
challenging, particularly in transit countries. Data sources
with information on this population are often scarce or
unavailable for researchers and general public. Even if they
are available, they mainly offer basic demographic data.
In researching migrations, it is hard to ascertain what
population the researchers should sample, and it is
practically impossible to have a representative sample of
all migrants entering the country.

Logistics of the research is challenging, for example
ensuring approvals and support from the authorities and
informed consents for participation in the research from
participants, particularly caregivers. There’s possibly a high
rejection rate. Pen and paper surveys are hard to do since
there are illiterate people in the population, and, whatever
the methodology is, it is very hard to ensure that
respondents answer most of the questions in order for
questionnaires to be comparable.
Research done in interaction with children is especially
sensitive and calls for additional measures of precaution
regardless of the methodology used. These measures are
mostly aimed at child protection and safeguarding but also
at collecting as valid data as possible. Additionally,
achieving a good rapport with the unaccompanied children
who are in transit proved to be particularly challenging,
due to the ethical, organizational and contextual factors.

THE REALITY OF DATA COLLECTION
•

The availability of unaccompanied children in the
countries/places of transit is very limited, as they often
leave to continue their journey. It is hard to plan
interviews (their length and coverage). The researcher
should plan more time for fieldwork than it is needed
with children in more stable surrounding.

•

The children’s spare time is very precious to them and
interviews are not their priority. They use their free time
for play, socialization or for collecting information on
resources (food, accommodation, transportation etc.) –
it is not uncommon for them to leave interviews abruptly
if opportunity for one of the above arises.

•

The interrupted interviews are rarely continued later
during the day, or any other day.

•

The data collected is rarely fully comparable. Children
often leave some questions unanswered and also leave
interviews at different points. Experience of researchers
interviewing children can’t really help to address those
challenges. Experts working on a research design should
take this into account when planning outcomes/
learnings.

•

It is very hard to detect UASC girls, especially the ones
willing to be interviewed. In the Balkans context, the girls
usually travel with other people they denote as their
family or spouses, in order to protect themselves and to
hide their UASC status.

•

It is difficult to meet respondent quotas, that is to include
all desired population categories in the research, unless
there is a great number of children present in one place.

•

Language is a major obstacle when it comes to data
collection - to collect quality data, the researcher needs
suitable, experienced translators or cultural mediators.
This is not only an issue of quality data collection, but
also logistical and possibly ethical issue as well, having in
mind that the translators are present during the whole
interview.

•

Age assessment can be a major problem depending on
the focus of the research - children sometimes hide their
real age due to many reasons and this should be taken
into account when respondent sample is being made.

•

Previous interview experiences as well as variety of
other experiences with adults on the route will shape
children’s expectations of the interaction they have with
the researchers. The researchers should be prepared to
face refusals, regardless of their approach, or unrealistic
expectations from children. It is very possible that the
researcher is not the first person interviewing refugee
and migrant children on their route.
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LOGISTICS
•

It is very hard to find adequate space for conducting the
in-depth interviews in Reception and Drop-in Centres.
When interviews are done in common areas, children
have problems concentrating and they often become
tense. Also, having other people in the room can put
children in danger. Our experience showed that
unaccompanied and separated children are often facing
pressure or even being bullied by other refugees and
migrants in drop-in centres (other children as well) so
they wouldn’t reveal fact about their journey or talk
about smugglers. Separate, safe space for interviews is
something that must be pre-arranged with the
authorities managing the centres.

•

The role of the official institutions representing children
is very important and interactions with them can
complicate or simplify data collection/project completion
to a great extent. In case of UASC, the consent from
legal guardians needed for the participation of the
children is often challenging to obtain. Even when the
authorities approve that children can participate in the
study, it takes time to arrange formal consent for each
child, so additional period of time should be taken into
account while planning the study.

•

In many countries, caregivers/legal guardians will need
to be present during the interviews with the minors.
Because of this, there will be a minimum of 3 adult
persons at the interviews (interviewer, translator - unless
interviewer knows the language spoken by children; and
a caregiver/legal guardian). Due to this, children can feel
overwhelmed. In order to address this challenge, children
should be prepared and questionnaires need to be
adapted to the circumstances.

PROTECTION OF CHILDREN, SAFEGUARDING
AND TRUST
•

•

Researchers need to be very sensitive to possible ethical
dilemmas during the research, to monitor children’s
emotional state at every point of interview (and
research process) and make sure that they don’t
overlook child’s discomfort in order to try to collect
quality data.
Interviewers (if the researcher is not doing all the
interviews by himself/ herself) need to have experience
working with refugee and migrant children (or at least
conducting research with children). They should
understand the research topic and be trained in child
specific topics and child safeguarding standards.

•

Researchers must study the official child related
regulations in their country before approaching
unaccompanied and separated minors regardless of
their understanding of child safeguarding protocols.

•

Interviewer should be the only person asking children
questions. This is something that should be agreed upon
before the interview starts and it should be clear to
children as well.
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•

Most children, but especially migrant and refugee
children, do not know much about their rights and
should be told, very clearly, what their rights are in the
country they are currently staying in and that there will
be no consequences if they refuse to answer any
question or they decide to stop the interview at any
point.

•

If there are topics that could be potentially emotionally
challenging for children, those questions should be asked
at the end of the interview (be the last in the
questionnaire/ guidelines).

•

Acquiring trust is a major issue and it is very hard to
encourage UASC to talk openly about topics they
consider sensitive. If possible, researchers should spend
some time with children before the interviews and get to
know them better.

•

The ‘thank you’ gifts were well received by children, but
they were not necessary as a means of motivation. They
should not be used as an incentive prior to the interview
because it obliges children to carry on with the
interview regardless of their feelings.
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