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Abstract

This explorative literature review aims to examine the content and methodologies of recent empirical studies

on the aspirations of youth in situations of migration in Europe. The search yielded 30 peer-reviewed social science
publications in English for the period 2010-2022, including both intra-European migrants ages 10-24 and youth

with backgrounds from outside Europe. Contextual analysis was used to analyse the content of the reviewed studies,
while a typology developed by Beckert and Suckert was used to examine features of the future appearing in the stud-
ies' research aims, methodology and findings. The analysis broadly situated the studies within constructivist traditions,
occupying a mid-position between deterministic and agency-oriented epistemologies. All the features of the future
listed by Beckert and Suckert were found in the material, but the categories Temporal configurations of the future’

and ‘Space of the future’ showed greater complexities. Participants in the studies lived in different European countries
and the study samples comprised a wide range of ages, socioeconomic backgrounds, and status of residence. Nev-
ertheless, barriers linked to participants’ position as migrants were tangible, while the ability these young people had
to envisage the future was strongly affected by uncertainties linked to migration policy and administrative decisions
on their status. A mismatch could notably be observed between youth aspirations and the opportunities offered

by their life situation, which led to delays in life projects and the inability to plan ahead.

Critical relevance statement

By an analysis of social studies research on aspirations of youth in situations of migration in various European coun-
tries, this review highlights the need to consider implications for youth aspirations and life trajectories in both policy
and practice

Key points

- Young people in situations of migration have high aspirations but confront substantial barriers
« Uncertainties prevent youth from long-term planning and realising life projects

- Current policies create conditions that are not consistent with European values and ambitions
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Introduction

The present explorative literature review focuses on
the specific topic of youth aspirations in the context of
migration, and the epistemological angles from which
the topic has been researched. Over the past 15 years,
the European project of a shared overarching identity
to which the diversity of local identities, cultures and
aspirations can contribute (see Nicolaidis [1]; Risse [2]),
has given way to right wing populisms and polarisa-
tions [3, 4]. Visions of open borders have been replaced
by increasingly securitised regimes [5]. Equally con-
cerning is the erosion and drifting of European ideals
of democracy, pluralism, and respect of human rights
[6]. At the same time, it would be simplistic to con-
flate challenges to European cohesion and visions with
effects of what has been called the refugee ‘crisis’ [7].
We are living in times that are not only characterised by
rapid change but also complex and multidimensional
existential uncertainties that affect our ability to envi-
sion the future, both as individuals and as European
societies. The abrupt changes that can be observed
regarding migration are linked to crises in other arenas,
while young people’s mobility and aspirations for the
future will have implications for how European socie-
ties evolve over the coming decades.

Although issues of migration have come to occupy an
important place in European policy and public debates
[8, 9], an overview is still lacking at the intersection of
youth, migration and futures. How newcomer youth per-
ceive their future in society and the futures to which they
aspire have consequences for the strategies they adopt in
studies, choice of career path and integration. Extended
periods in limbo and uncertain futures can in the longer
term affect their faith in institutions, their understanding
of democracy and the extent and manner of their civic
engagement. But the ways in which newcomer percep-
tions of the future are researched also has consequences,
to the extent that methodological approaches and
research questions shape the knowledge that can inform
policy and practices in migration or education.

For students from disadvantaged groups, education
and employment aspirations may represent prospects for
their families and communities to escape hardships and
historical constraints [10, 11]. Nevertheless, Goring et al.
[12] caution that framing young people’s perceptions of
their future as limited to aspirational trajectories of edu-
cation and employment does not do justice to the com-
plexity of how youth see themselves in the world today.
They argue that this framing rather corresponds to a
reduction of human life to value in economic production
systems. This literature review will therefore cover both
research on education and employment, as well as stud-
ies that deal with other topics.
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Conceptualising futures
The ways we understand, perceive, conceptualise and
represent the future play a fundamental role, both in
human societies and in individual lives. They underpin
our notions of causality and responsibility—that some-
thing we do or that happens will have an effect, in a
moral, practical or scientific sense—and involve strong
emotions that drive our actions and affect our well-being,
such as fear and hope, anxiety or confidence (see Gor-
ing et al. [12], Rubin and Kaivo-Oja [13]). Futures are
also closely linked to power and agency. Clearer under-
standing of constraints and options could inform more
responsible policy [14] or enable marginalised groups
to act more effectively, based on their capacity to ‘read
the world’ [15]. While social elites mobilise considerable
resources in shaping futures [16], the capacity to imagine
alternative futures [13, 17-19] can also open pathways to
empowerment for groups in situations of disadvantage.
Academic traditions treating these questions can be
traced to early philosophers and political scientists, but as
a modern research field, ‘futures studies’ did not start to
emerge until after the second world war [20]. The diver-
sity of approaches in this growing field has also given rise
to theoretical and empirical work that aims to clarify how
different strands of research within the field relate to each
other. Based on a review of the literature across various
disciplines which he uses to analyse a survey with research-
ers, Minkkinen [21] has thus proposed a categorisation of
functionally differentiated theories in future studies. He
identifies five broad categories and positions them along
two main axes. The first axis concerns whether the theorist
primarily aims to analyse a state of affairs or to influence it,
while the second concerns where the theory stands on the
spectrum ranging from positivism to constructivism:

1. Theories for rigorous forecasting—analytical and
positivist

2. Theories for effectively representing futures (scenario
planning, explorative or possibilistic)—analytical, in
the mid-range of the positivist/constructivist episte-
mological spectrum

3. Theories for making sense of anticipatory processes
(social imaginaries, expectations, hope, anticipa-
tion)—analytical and constructivist

4. Theories for effectively pursuing desired futures
(planning, transitions, transformation, pioneering
future-makers)—influencing and in the positivist or
mid-range of the epistemological spectrum

5. Radical epistemological critiques (poststructuralist,
feminist, postcolonial)—influencing and constructivist

At the positivist end of the epistemological spectrum
considered by Minkkinen [21], theories assume that
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reality can be objectively represented, while at the con-
structivist end of the spectrum, problems in representing
social reality are highlighted. These categories are distin-
guished by their aims and consequently by the functions
that the methodological approaches underpinned by the
theories can perform within the wider field of future stud-
ies. At the same time, there also exist theoretical strands
at the intersection of these broad categories. For instance,
Polak [22] argues that ‘images of the future’ can comprise
both elements of aspirations and expectations, regard-
less of whether these are realistic or imaginary, and that
these images will steer decision-making and actions. This
theoretical stance can thus be understood as serving to
make sense of anticipatory processes but can also serve as
a point of departure for emancipatory processes aiming
at effectively pursuing desired futures or for policy deci-
sions [13, 23]. Importantly, not only the theoretical point
of departure but also the understanding of the cultural
context and the methodology—including research focus,
selection of participants, data collection and interpreta-
tion—will influence outcomes of empirical studies [24].
Futures theories have various degrees of abstraction
or claims to generality, and they can emanate from or be
oriented towards applications connected to particular
disciplines or research challenges. Historical overviews
and analyses such as Son [20], Ahlqvist and Rhisiart
[25] or Beckert and Suckert [26] show that the theories
and their applications are intended for actors with dif-
ferent interests. These include governments and pub-
lic authorities, industry and corporations or academics.
Tools drawing on futures theories are used by interna-
tional organisations such as the IPCC or the UN agencies
(see, e.g. van der Esch et al. [27]) as well as by the larger
non-governmental organisations and charities. However,
certain technologies associated with futures methodolo-
gies, such as Al in forecasting and automated decision-
making, have now become pervasive in our societies and
are no longer restricted to large commissioning bodies.
The significant commercial and political interests at
stake mean that futures theories, methodologies and
research findings are not neutral, but contested [14].
Social science is often conducted on or on behalf of the
individuals and groups that are concerned [28], rather
than by or together with them. Also in futures research,
marginalised groups tend to have little opportunities to
define problems, actively participate in, critically assess,
or directly benefit from research findings [18, 25, 29, 30].

The epistemology of futures in research on youth

and migration

To examine how sociologists have worked with percep-
tions of the future, Beckert and Suckert [26] conducted
a literature review of 571 English language empirical

Page 3 of 14

studies from the 1950s onwards. Their analysis of these
publications resulted in a typology of seventeen different
types of features of the perceived future that these studies
had focused on. Beckert and Suckert examine the meth-
odologies used in the different studies and also make an
inventory of topics, noting, among other findings, that
from the 2010s onwards, studies on migration start to
appear. These constituted approximately 5% of the litera-
ture they reviewed, with a smaller proportion intersect-
ing with youth.

Beckert and Suckert then proceed to discuss their find-
ings against the background of major movements and
trends in sociology, such as pragmatism or post-modern-
ism. In this respect, their analysis to some extent rejoins
the main axes of Minkkinen’s [21] categorisation. Beckert
and Suckert [26] thus point to historical movements that
lean towards a more deterministic and fatalistic stance,
while others emphasise agency or societal utopias of pro-
gress. The focus of the studies they examined also varies
between centring individual characteristics from a psy-
chological or sociological perspective, looking at group
dynamics and interaction, or considering wider social
and political structures.

In the present literature review, our analysis will draw
on Beckert and Suckert’s categorisation and analysis,
although the publications reviewed here are not limited
to sociology. Our aim is to thereby allow a discussion of
epistemologies underpinning the studies and contribute
to a discussion on how research in this field may relate to
current social and political developments in Europe.

Current issues in research on youth and migration

Futures studies relating to youth and migration can be
seen as a subfield of both youth or migration studies.
While futures studies on migration only start to appear
from the 2010s onwards [26], the field of youth futures
develops from the 1990s, notably with the seminal work
of Rubin [13, 23, 31]. Rubin’s early work is situated in the
context of discussions concerning challenges of ‘late-
modernity, rationalities of choice, and societal trends
of individualisation, while stressing the need for shared
collective visions and ethics. Her later research further
explores the tensions and contradictions in images of the
future held by youth and their teachers, with regard to the
discrepancies between hopes for personal futures, fears
regarding global developments and widening inequalities
(see, e.g., Rubin [31]). In a study using workshops with
university students as a participatory approach in con-
structing shared images of a desired future, Guillo [24]
thus found that participants expressed greater optimism
regarding their personal futures, than regarding the
futures they anticipated for their countries or globally.
This finding is in line with observations by Rubin [23, 31],



Doumas and Avery European Journal of Futures Research (2024) 12:1

as well as earlier research on youth images of the future.
Despite a growing number of publications in the field, in
their 2022 study of Finnish youth images of technology
futures, Rasa and Laherto [32] nevertheless observe that
research in education still largely lacks a futures-oriented
perspective.

Youth is a period that involves major transitions in iden-
tity, societal roles and life circumstances. It is a period of
being, but also very much of ‘becoming’ [33—-35], with tra-
jectories that do not follow a clear linear progression (see
Furlong [36]), in contexts of substantial uncertainty and
inequalities that impact autonomy and agency [37, 38].
The uncertainty surrounding the future that young people
in situations of migration experience has social and eco-
nomic consequences and can have a substantial impact on
their health and wellbeing. In a study on young refugees’
resilience strategies, Sleijpen et al. [39] thus found that
although traumatic experiences in the country of origin
or during flight played a role for their mental health, the
most important issue the refugee youth expressed was
uncertainty connected to obtaining refugee status. The
experiences of the uncertain waiting period also contin-
ued to affect those who had obtained a resident permit.
Factors for health were autonomy, success at school and
peer support. Besides school environment and peer sup-
port, Marley and Mauki [40] further note the importance
for resilience of a socially inclusive climate in the wider
society and also observe that older children tended to dis-
play more psychological and emotional disturbances.

Youth in situations of migration may remain in a coun-
try with or without legal standing, migrate within or
beyond Europe, return to their countries of origin, move
elsewhere, or re-migrate following deportation. Research
suggests that a sense of wellbeing is derived from feel-
ing in control of current and past aspects of life and hav-
ing a firm sense of belonging and projected self within a
future trajectory. Scholarly work similarly highlights that
young people in situations of migration actively strive
to secure futures they can control [41]. Triandafyllidou
[42] analyses how the long-term temporary—and often
precarious and uncertain—nature of employment and
residence is created by immigration policies for different
categories of migrants and employment sectors. Among
other effects, this may lead to exploitative employment
practices and strong dependence on arbitrary deci-
sions of employers or administrators. Triandafyllidou
also distinguishes between the very different position of
those who migrate voluntarily—and who can more freely
decide to move elsewhere—compared to those who are
forced into migration, with assigned spatial and temporal
spaces. Despite coercive policies and other barriers (see
Lee et al. [43]), the literature on work migration points to
an entrepreneurial spirit and persistence in searching for
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solutions under precarious circumstances. Similar resil-
ience and initiative are observed in the field of education.

Migrant youth face disadvantages that are equal to or
worse than other marginalised groups, making access to
education a challenge. Basic needs such as food, housing
and healthcare must be met before educational needs are
addressed. Other barriers include language acquisition,
trauma, interrupted education due to exile and unrec-
ognised previous qualifications [44]. Nevertheless, stud-
ies in various contexts suggest that young refugees show
strong resilience, positive future expectations and high
motivation at school, which Lynnebakke and Pastoor [45]
examine within the concept of educational resilience—
‘the heightened likelihood of educational success despite
personal vulnerabilities and adversities brought about by
environmental conditions and experiences. Lynnebakke
and Pastoor understand both resilience and outcomes as
produced in continuous interaction between individuals
and features of their environment. This apparent paradox
between positive future expectations and challenging cir-
cumstances has been theoretically explained in diverse
manners, including ‘immigrant optimism; ‘dual frame of
reference, ‘blocked opportunities, ‘information deficit’ or
‘ethnic capital’ [45].

The vision young people have of their possible posi-
tions in society, in relation to what careers and employ-
ment possibilities will exist in the future, influences
their motivation to invest in upper secondary education
and to pursue career paths that require post-secondary
qualifications [46, 47]. Teachers are often not well pre-
pared to teach diverse classrooms, but formal education
is important for newcomer youth, particularly in the case
of refugees [48]. Furthermore, research suggests that
teacher expectations have a significant impact on educa-
tional achievement [49-51]. Additionally, parents’ educa-
tional aspirations play a role for their children’s academic
achievement, and this appears to be enabled by transmit-
ting their own positive expectations [52], rather than by
concrete actions to support their children’s studies [53].

Within the broader category of youth in situations
of mobility or with migration backgrounds, refugees
and forcibly displaced youth occupy a special position,
due to protections afforded (in principle) by interna-
tional law, and due to the fact that their initial displace-
ment was not freely chosen. Conditions vary, depending
on whether the host country is located in low-income
countries, compared to contexts in Europe, that could
potentially offer better resources and prospects. Never-
theless, numerous issues faced by refugee youth globally
are cross-cutting, such as a general situation of margin-
alisation, uncertainty and precarity, implications of the
language(s) they invest in, interrupted education trajec-
tories and often also numerous successive displacements
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[54]. Among the approaches that have been proposed to
address both issues of interrupted education and adap-
tation to new circumstances, Morrice [55] discusses
potentials and challenges in enhancing opportunities for
lifelong education.

Young people in situations of migration have dreams
and aspirations for their future lives; at the same time,
they navigate the opportunities and constraints of their
present circumstances, renegotiate relations with fam-
ily or childhood friends, form new friendships, experi-
ment identities, seize the day and look for ways to enjoy
the moment. However, as pointed out by Harris, Bal-
dassar and Robertson [56], much of the literature on
youth migration and young migrants concerns educa-
tion and employment, while comparatively less atten-
tion is devoted to how mobility affects opportunities to
establish and maintain social relationships, form deeper
friendships or engage in romantic ties. A possible inter-
pretation of what could be called an ‘instrumentalisation’
of young lives in research on youth and migration could
be the influence national and regional policies have—not
only on conditions for migration and transitions to adult-
hood that appear in the literature—but also on research
funding and agendas that enable and motivate the stud-
ies that are undertaken (see also Goring et al. [12]).

Methods

This review aims not only to produce generative knowl-
edge relevant to the research area but also to contrib-
ute to the research base for youth and migration policy
and practice. Steps undertaken for the review include
specification of inclusion and exclusion criteria; use of
information sources to search for relevant research pub-
lications, as well as review, coding and categorisation of
the selected research; and presentation and discussion of
the review findings.

Eligibility criteria

Searches were conducted in Scopus, Social Science Pre-
mium Collection, Social Science Citation Index, EBSCO,
ERIC, ProQuest and PsycINFO. Secondary sources
included OneSearch and Google Scholar. The following
combination of keywords was used for search of relevant
literature: future* OR aspiration® OR expectation®* OR
anticipat* OR imagin* OR hope* OR dream* AND adoles-
cent* OR youth OR teenage* OR young adult* AND immi-
grant* OR migrant* OR newcomer* OR newly arrived.

The following inclusion criteria were applied in the
selection of publications yielded in the searches: (a) social
science publications; (b) relevant to understanding future
aspirations of youth with migrant or refugee background;
(c) empirical studies, or reviews, meta-analyses and
critical analyses based on and summarizing empirical
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research; (d) the case or sample is located in Europe; (e)
peer-reviewed publications in indexed research journals;
(f) written in English; (g) published 2010-2022.

For the purposes of this review, Europe was delimited
to EU and EFTA countries, including the UK as former
EU member. Following UN definitions, adolescents and
youth were here limited to the age range 10-24, and
publications exclusively focusing younger or older indi-
viduals were excluded, while relevant publications with
at least some respondents from our age range were
included. Similarly, we included publications that com-
pared youth with migrant background to youth with no
migrant background.

Titles and abstracts of the articles were read to con-
firm the relevance of the literature yielded by the search
terms. Publications were excluded when (a) the focus of
the publication did not cover the research aim (e.g. where
the term ‘future’ appeared to explain use of findings for
future research, rather than referring to young migrants’
and refugees’ future aspirations) and (b) the focus did not
correspond to the scope of this review (e.g. concerning
youth outside Europe, or with only superficial mention
of youth aspirations). Full-text publications were read
where the title and abstract were not sufficient to deter-
mine whether the publication met inclusion and exclu-
sion criteria. After application of inclusion and exclusion
criteria, the search yielded 30 publications, relevant to
the research questions.

Reliability and risk of bias

To enhance the reliability of the review, only peer-
reviewed articles published in indexed research journals
were selected. However, one PhD dissertation [57] was
also included. Both authors developed the keywords and
conducted the search of databases to reduce the risk for
mistakes or bias. The selection and analysis of the sample
was also developed by joint discussions.

Synthesis of results

All articles were thoroughly reviewed and initially cat-
egorised according the following parameters: the writer
and year of publication, the country and context where
the research was conducted, the sample, the methodol-
ogy used and the key themes. Contextual analysis [58]
was used to identify main categories across studies that
describe the phenomenon under investigation, namely
young migrants’ future aspirations in Europe based on
peer-reviewed social science publications in the period
2010-2022. Contextual analysis is a methodology that
advocates an open approach to the examined material.
This approach is analytic, aiming both at the delimitation
of main aspects of the phenomenon as a whole and as
dependent of their contexts.
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In a second step, research aims and findings in the
material were classified according to Beckert and Suck-
ert’s [26] typology of futures epistemologies in sociologi-
cal studies. In situating the reviewed studies with respect
to Beckert and Suckert’s typology, no effort was made
to avoid overlap, and the studies were coded for all fea-
tures found in the material. The studies were first read
and classified independently by each author. Results were
then compared and discussed in an iterative process until
agreement was reached.

Results

Contextual analysis

By comparisons between the reviewed research articles,
similarities and differences were discerned. The studies
were consequently grouped (see Table 1) under the fol-
lowing overarching categories that had been identified
in the material: 1. Policy discourses and young migrants/
refugees’ high aspirations and resilience; 2. Effects of
residential segregation and regional inequalities within
countries; 3. Construction of youth aspirations and
expectations; 4. Fluid mobilities; 5. Coping with limbo
and broken mobilities; 6. In between cultural and per-
sonal aspirations; 7. Constructing and reconstructing
masculinities.

The studies grouped under category 1 discussed young
people’s experiences interpreted against the background
of constraints and hardships inflicted by migration policy.
In category 2, it appeared that many of the issues relat-
ing to cross-border migration resembled those affect-
ing youth opportunities and migration within countries.
These included not only unequal opportunities to study
and to access aspired future careers but also young peo-
ple’s ties to family, friends and place. In category 3, dif-
ferent factors influencing the construction of aspirations
were focused. These could, for instance, be related to dis-
courses and expectations in families, communities and
socioeconomic backgrounds or experiences at school.
Category 4 focused on intra-European migrants. These
studies concerned young adults who had voluntarily
decided to migrate, although the move in many cases was
motivated by economic crises in the country of origin. By
contrast, studies in category 5 concerned refugee youth,
in situations of forced displacement, whose aspirations
were strongly affected by their status and the asylum
process. Studies in category 6 highlighted young people’s
efforts to find their way and formulate their goals in a
space of tension between their personal interests and cul-
turally set expectations. Finally, the publications grouped
under category 7 focused on the ways self and aspired life
trajectories could be envisaged among youth and young
adult men in situations marked by migration.
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Analysis of futures epistemologies

Features of the future investigated in the reviewed studies
to a large extent matched categories identified by Beck-
ert and Suckert [26], above all representing the categories
Space of the future, Effect on future orientations, Con-
struction process of future orientations, Stability of the
future, Futurebased identity, Agency about the future, and
Politics of expectations.

The future was in some sense associated with particu-
lar geographical locations (Space of the future) for all the
reviewed publications, which follows from our research
purpose and the selection of publications for review.
However, the manners in which space and temporalities
related to each other differed in the various studies, and
multiple locations were often involved. In several cases,
imagined future locations might be an indetermined
‘somewhere else, rather than a specific place. Three quar-
ters of the studies examined factors that have an impact
on the way the future is imagined (Effect on future orien-
tations), and more than four fifths investigated the pro-
cesses the future is constructed in, including discourses,
interactions and tools (Cowustruction process of future
orientations).

Two thirds of the studies were in one way or another
concerned with whether and how perceptions of the
future change over time (Stability of the future) and used
different methods to look at change. These included not
only reinterviews, longitudinal studies with multiple sets
of surveys, multiple or extended field visits, and pre-
and post-assessments, but also biographical interviews
or questions that concerned present and past aspira-
tions. Unsurprisingly, considering that we selected stud-
ies that included adolescents or young adults, a large
majority of the publications dealt with identity construc-
tion (Futurebased identity). Other elements of research
focus concerned agency about the future and politics of
expectations.

The research focus and epistemology of the reviewed
studies thus broadly places them in Minkkinen’s [21]
analytical/constructivist category of Theories for making
sense of anticipatory processes. The studies also occupy a
mid-position with respect to Beckert and Suckert’s [26]
discussion of more deterministic versus agency-oriented
epistemologies. Most of the reviewed studies acknowl-
edged societal constraints and tried to identify factors in
the background or circumstances, but at the same time a
large portion were concerned with the subjective mean-
ing this had for the young people and the ways in which
they attempted to retain agency. The studies did not draw
on methodologies for forecasting or planning traditions
described by Minkkinen [21], and none of the reviewed
studies explicitly drew on literature from futures studies.
However, their research questions and presentation of



Page 7 of 14

(2024) 12:1

24NNy ay3
BUIUOISIAUS U] SUOIIBAIOW PUE sAem Buliayig

suole10adxa |euoilednddo pue
[EUOIIEONPS JOJ 1XSUOD [PUONEU JO 3dURdYIUDIS

suonelidse
|euonelauab ‘sniigey [euoneusuel) ‘suonelidsy

suolesidse pue saniARdS(
-gnNs 4O UOIIDNJISUOD SAIIRAIRU ‘SSINODSIP UOIRISUSD)

9oUaIIadXe 99bNnjal a1 JO s9b.1S 1UIYIP Se
s10adse |ejodwal ‘suoiielidse [euonednpa ybiH

suonelidse Juapnis pue
WIISAS [EUOIIEDNPS 31 JO SPUBLIDP S} U3MIS]
SDUBUOSSIP ‘SUOIISUB.Y [BIDOSOUIAS]

|BALLIE UO pUP
ain1edsp 210J3q suopesidse bupedwod

uoneIbIWING 01 1.3l
UOI1EDNPS pUB YI0M 0} Salliunuoddo pue suon
-owa |euosiad ‘suoe1dadxs Ajiwiey ‘suoiiejal [e1os

suonelidse pue [e3ided JUSWIASIYDE [euoned
-NP3 UO UoeHIB3S [00YDS PUB [BIUSPISI JO S1D24T

Aydeiboiq ayi Jo soiweuAp [eneds pue [eiodulal
‘lepos ‘Aydesbolq elodselp ueidoin ‘suopelidse ybiH

SapNINIe 9AIEHIU YIIM P31D3UU0d
2Je,0qull| U1, pue,uonoafal, ‘A11unod S0y pue saAl|
[euosiad 01 sapnie aAnIsod 0} spes) ,a0ueidandy,

suopesidse 21Ny uo Ajujeradun
PAPUIIXS JO S1D3Y3 's9abnja1 BUNOA Jo adual|Isal 3y

SY{SLI ¥e) 0 SsaUBUI||IM PUe sUONISURI) POOL1NPe UO
s1oedwil ‘uin1al spiemol seiq [eailjod ‘Ad1jod

uonesnps Jaybiy o}

uonIsuely 1o} s21n3oNA3s aAioddns Jo aouenoduw)
SIUSWISJIIUS pue sybu

P31$91U0D ‘2ININJ J13Y1 24NI3S 0} UOIIBUILLIRIDP pue
Kouabe spjdoad BunoA ‘|013u0d JueIBIWIWI DUl

SM3IAIRIUL Buisn ApN1s ARl eND

SISAjeue aAlleY

-lluenb ‘10yod able| Jo ASAINS Apnis [euipniibuoT

SMaIAIRIUL Yidap-ul JO

SISA|eUR SAISINDSIP dAIRLIRU BUISN APNis aAlzelenD
S|SAjeue aAISINISIP

2AIeLIRU pue Aydeibouyia Buisn Apnis sAnelenD

SMIAIDIUI PAINIDNIIS-ILISS
suon

-BAJSSCO PUB SMIIAISIUI PRINIDNIIS-IWUSS UO Paseq
‘yoeoidde payusiio Ajjediydelbouyis ‘sAleEND
SISAjeue aA1lelleNb pue aAlleIUEND ‘BilRU
-uonsanb 1odal-f9s ‘suonsanb painionis-wag

SUOIBSIDAUOD dNOIB SND0) | Z SoMmplay ‘Apnis ased)

obuny
[eanJ-uegin pue A11> Aem|es) wolj syuaied Qg pue
SIUSPNIS OOG JSAO WOI) PR1I3||0D BIRP ASAINS

seale palebHalbas pabeiueApesip Wolj YInok 996
-NJ3J JO S9|AUES [[PUIS YUM SMIIAISIUI AIOISIY 9411

ylewuaq uj punoiboeq
296nya1 Yum [00Yyds Alepuodas Jaddn je suspnis

pue|aJ| Ul |00YDs Ul P3||0JUS SIUIISI[OPY
929319 Ul punoibydeq JueIBIW YlM YINOA
uopuoT Ul syueIBIW

Auasne-1s0d asanbniiod BunoA paiesnps AjybiH

KeMION Ul punolbyoeq 99bnjal Yim Yinox

KemloN Ul
sjooyds Alepuodas Jaddn uj saabnyair bunoj

wnib|ag ui sioujul 99bnjai pajueduwoddeun ueybly

[69] (¢Z02) SNUA

[89] (¢207) MAsQ pue buoids
[£9] (1207) 1z1Ieley)

[99] (0707) suews(inH pue uepoy

[S¥] (0Z07) 1003584 PUE 3YHLgRUUAT

[S9] (0Z0T) @bneH pue api3

[#9] (SL0T) '[! 12 131|AISA

suonepadxa pue suonesidse YyinoK Jo uondnisuo) :g K1lobayed

Auewuiao ul
10UISIP [eInJ B ‘pueT JaBINqually Ul SIUSISI|OPY

pue|a1| ‘Aemen) Jeau Seale JUIa4IP Ul BUIAIl YINoA

USPaMS uj seale
pabejueapesip paiebalbas woly saabnjal Bunox

[€9] (8107) 4ahoN

[29] (#102) AjI9Y pue yumpa

(£8] (0107) ua1bpun

$3113UN0d ulyuMm sanijenbaul jeuoibas pue uonebaibas jeruapisal Jo s1day7 iz K1obele)

skanins pajeadai Jo asn Aq e1ep aaleuIuEND

SM3JAIRIUL Yidap
-ur pue ad10A0304d ‘Apnas [euipniibuol sAlelenD

MIIASI [BDIID

suon
-BAISSCO PUB SMIIAISIUI PRINIDONIIS-IWISS UO Paseq
‘yoeoldde pajuapio Ajjediydesbouyia aaneenD

M3IADI [eDIID

USPIMS Ul SI9%23S WiN|ASy
sewUad ul s99bnyas Bunoi

uolun ueadoing ay3 ul siouiw paluedwoddeun

SN Ul saabnjal Bunox

ulelllg ul uopisuel} pooyinpe Ui sjuelbiuiul Buno

[19] (zZ0?) '|e 3 Uosseles]
[09] (zz0T) @bueq

[1+] (6102) dseyD pue ddos|y

[v¥] (SL0T) A3]218D)

651 (5102) ‘fe 32 ddos|ly

Doumas and Avery European Journal of Futures Research

2dudljIsa4 pue suopesidse ybiy saabnyai/syuesbiw Hunok pue sasinodsip Ad1jod : | K10631e)

saway) A3y spoyla|\ 1X31U0) (s)1oyany

sbulpuy mainay L ajqer



Page 8 of 14

(2024) 12:1

Doumas and Avery European Journal of Futures Research

sawoy
paJidse pue [eal 412yl Ul Alulindsew pue buibuojag

Buiyiop pue 3jA1s Jiey ybnoiyl uoissaldxa A1usp)

\C_C___JUmmCC BundNIISUOI3I JO SS9201d

suoedadxa Ajiwiey WO UOIRISAI] [N} INOYLM
uonelbajul [euonednddo nyssadons Jo Aljigeded
20Ud

-puadapul pue suolrIIAAXD AjlWUR) USIMIST UOISUL
'SSUIIUO| pUB WOP31) JO 93edsS e se uoneibi
$152.491U1 [eUOSIad J9A0 Bulbuo|ag dIUYIS JO

92102 ,S1UaPNIS A1IOUIU DIUY1S BudUSN|UI SI01De

Aujeba)|i ur Awouoine pue siueibiu paystisrodu|
Ajurenasun yum buidod pue A1e100s

150y Ul buibuojaq Jo sbulaay Joj 1ods Jo 3|01 Y|
}[eay [PIUSUI JOJ SUOIS

-SN2sIP 9123|421 pue poddns [e120s Jo adueLodw|
SINI|

KepAians 112y1 adeys ualpjiyd moy ut adoy Jo sode|
yolb euosiad pue

uoledNpa buojayl| J1ay1 JO 1ied Se saIpNIS ‘1aYyMas|d
2ininy e 01 bulidse pue 1oy Builem sjiym sUsI|ISSY

9JOA 1IX21g 9y} Ja1je pue 210J3q sdnolb 1ualayIp Jo
sue|d ain1ny pue SUOIIRAIIOW UOIeIBIW SaiedwoD)

s10afoud
3J| pue uonebiw ‘Bulljysap Yyum adod o1 salbaiens

suejd 21NN} pue s35UBLIAAX3 'DAOUI O} SUOSESY

sa1b0jodAy ueibiw pue Ayjigow uesdoin3-eliu)

S9AlIRLIRU ‘9210A030Yd ‘SMBIAISIUL BUIY|BAA
olydesbouyiy

SMIAIIU
31| ‘SMaIAISIUI PRIN1DNIIS-IWSS ‘Dlydesbouyyg

SM3IAIRIUL Yidap-ul Buisn Apnis aAleleND

smala1ul [ediydesbolq ylompay diydeibouyig

S1B9A 9313 JIAO YIOMPI|RY JO SPO
-tad om1 ‘smaiaisiul pa1pdlje-oloyd diydesbouyly

suoeAIasqo Juedidipied pue
sisA|eue [eoiydelbolg buisn Apnis aaielen)

SUO[IBSISAUOD [PULIOJUI 'SMBIAIDIUL PRINIDNIIS-ILISS
sanbjuydal A1oay |

1ONJISUOD) [PUOSISd BUISN SJUSWISSISSE [eNpIAIPU|
SMIIAIR1UI PRINIDNIIS-IUIRS D1ydesbouyls

sisAjeue |ed

-Ibojouawouayd buisn Apnis mMalAIIUl SALRIEND
SMIIAIDIUIRI PUR SMIIAISIU|

SMB3IAJRIUI PRINIDNIIS-ILUSS Yidap-u|

SMaIAIRIUL Yidap-u|

SMaIAIRIUL Yadap-u|

310D Ul

SJUSPNIS [RUOLUIRIUI pUB S936ND) 3]eWl BUNOA
oeqjig ul

211U [eRUSPIS3I Ul SAOQ Joujw pajueduioddeun

uabeyuadod) ul a13uad
uonelljigeyas buixoq Ui syusnbuiap sjew bunox

[¥8] (¢20?) 1y1eq

(€8] (8107) opebjes
9pehIO| PUB 22194 BZOPUSIA

[¢8] (9107) '[e 33 Jeyonag

sanlulndsew HuidniIsuod3l pue bundNAsuo) i/ K1obale)

AemlIop Ul sa1pnis uonesnpa Jaybly
Buipusne syuesbIwWI Jo si1ybnep ynpe Buno

SN Y3 Ul sueybyy bunoA paruedwoddeun

JeWUSQ Ul [00YDs € Je sjuadsajope BUNog

[18] (¢20T) wpury wemniel

[08] (0Z0?) luolPN

(621 (£107) e 10 A3siaL

suoneiidse [euosiad pue [einyjnd usamiaq uj :9 K1obare)

PUBISZUMS Ul
pOOY1|NpE 03 UolIsuel] Ul syueibiul sjew pasijeba)||

SPUBLISYISN
‘213uaD uondadal e Ul BulAl s996NJa1 3Npe Bunoi

pue|bu3 ul sioulw 296nya1 paluedwoddeun

usp
-9MG Ul $$9201d WIN|ASe ul ua1p|iyd paluedwoddy

eljey ul 963)|0o jeuon
-BD0A B Bujpualie syurlbIu BUR9s-WN|ASE JOUly

(821 (LZ0Q) 4o1Wna||inA
[£2] (6107) ‘|8 1@ Banquap.eepp
[9/] (£107) ‘[e 12 USSaWIWIOY |

[S/1(£100) '|e 19 uossonQO

[¥/1 (SL0T) audS

SalMjiqow uayoiq pue oqui| yum buidod :g K10631e)

uolbal
UOPUOT 3yl Ul SI93I0M pue Siuapnis N3 Bunoj

puBSZUMS Ul Ujeds woly sa1enpelb Buno,
uopuoT Ul

$31L1S dlijeg 2y Wolj sa1enpelt 19aied-A|ie]
UOpUOT Ul SUSZAD Ys|

-ueds pue anbeH ay3 Ul SUSZIID Ysijod }npe Buno

[€/1(8107) e 199N
[¢£](8107) swa1yL pue jopuer
[1/1(8107) ‘e 12 Bury

(0] (£107) ouepion pue YoyfliN
salMjiqow pinj{ :f K10baye)

saway) Aa)|

spoyla\

1X3)u0)

(s)ioyiny

(PanupUOd) | 3jqey



Doumas and Avery European Journal of Futures Research (2024) 12:1

findings aimed at relevance for policy-makers as well as
practitioners (such as educators, psychologists or social
workers), rather than being framed as academic episte-
mological critiques.

Features of the future represented in findings

of the studies

Many of the studies were explorative and aimed to give
the youth opportunities to express their own concerns,
rather than simply answering pre-defined research ques-
tions. If, instead of looking at research focus, we include
the types of features of the future that appeared in find-
ings of these studies, all of Beckert and Suckert’s [26] cat-
egories were represented.

However, with respect to the category Temporal con-
figuration of the future, Beckert and Suckert distinguish
between linear and circular conceptualisations, cor-
responding to being stuck in a moment or seeing life as
progressing in a linear fashion, respectively. They treat
the varying extent of clarity and detailedness of imag-
ined futures as a separate category (Details of perceived
future). By contrast, in our material, these categories
were intertwined. Although many of the young people
had longer term aspirations (which would correspond to
Beckert and Suckert’s notion of a linear temporal config-
uration), their ability to plan ahead with detail was lim-
ited by uncertainties over which they had little control,
leading to feelings of being stuck and unable to progress
with their life projects. Four main kinds of temporal con-
figuration of the future were found in our material:

Waiting

This configuration was associated with situations of
large constraints and great uncertainties. In the studies,
it could be variously expressed, for instance, as living in
‘limbo’ or life being ‘on hold! Although this configuration
mostly occurred in situations with very little agency, it
was also often associated with high aspirations that could
stretch into the distant future. Sometimes, these aspi-
rations even extended to the children these young peo-
ple hoped they might one day have and for whom they
hoped to be able to provide a better life than they had
themselves.

Stuck in the moment

Constraints and uncertainties could also lead to block-
ing out thoughts about the future. Depending on the
situation and the individual, this could take the form of
investing in doing the ‘right thing, something that these
young people believed would give them a better chance,
although the concrete pathway to progress was unclear
and key decisions were not in their own hands. Inversely,
they might sink into depression, hopelessness, drifting
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and disengagement, while other coping mechanisms
might be simply seizing any opportunity to have fun in
the moment.

Out of phase

Both for young people waiting for decisions on their sta-
tus and for those who had some form of permits, migra-
tion had often led to deskilling, losing time and energy
coping with bureaucratic hurdles and consequent delays
in their life projects. For unaccompanied minors, it might
also involve a sense of injustice in losing childhood and
carrying responsibilities that did not match their age.
This configuration was associated with a disconnect
between the phase in life and material circumstances that
they found themselves in and their own aspired life tra-
jectories or those implied in social expectations. While
aspirations and thoughts about the future were promi-
nent in their narratives, uncertainties and lack of agency
over many aspects in their situation made it difficult to
plan ahead in detail.

Uncertain but confident
This configuration appeared both for intra-European and
extra-European migrants. Young refugees living in situa-
tions of great precarity refused to consider a worst-case
scenario, even in circumstances when negative outcomes
were highly likely, because this would prevent them from
being able to live or act constructively. By contrast, those
who had European passports were less worried about
the future—especially if they had jobs with high income
or the possibility of obtaining qualifications that would
enable well-paid jobs with decent work conditions. Nev-
ertheless, uncertainties in economic or political develop-
ments also prevented these young people from making
detailed plans or moving ahead with major life decisions.
Overall, despite differences in residence status, social,
economic and cultural capital, age or national contexts,
on the one hand, the studies thus revealed a disconnect
between the aspirations of the young people and their
actual situation or likely future prospects. On the other,
regardless of whether their aspirations were professional
or linked to life projects such as having a family of their
own, the uncertainties and constraints linked to their
migrant background prevented them from being able to
plan ahead concretely, beyond a relatively limited time
frame.

Discussion

Unsurprisingly, some differences could be noted between
refugee youth, who do not have the option of return and
intra-European youth who migrate for work, studies or
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self-development. Above all, freedom of movement gave
Europeans many more choices, although they also faced
bureaucratic and social barriers. A small number of the
European migrants had well-paid high-status employ-
ment and prospects of international jobs if they wished
[71]. Others felt that cultural opportunities or independ-
ence from their families outweighed the downsides of
their migrant status [66]. Overall, however, as for youth
with countries of origin outside Europe, the situation
of intra-European migrants reported in these studies
was characterised by loss of cultural and social capital,
deskilling and workplace exploitation. Low quality of life
made them reluctant to consider raising a family, social
relations with ethnic majority residents were limited,
while financial precarity or uncertainties in political
developments made it difficult for them to plan ahead.

Across both refugee youth and intra-European
migrants, personal projects were prominent among the
aspirations expressed. These included long-term projects
of education or vocational training, getting a job that
offered financial independence, a home, finding or reu-
niting with a romantic partner, having a family and being
able to offer a better life to their children. Some of the
migrants with tertiary education aspired to eventually
find work that corresponded to their qualifications, while
others had resigned themselves to the prospect that this
was not likely to happen. Being able to help others who
suffered hardship was a relatively frequent element in
the aspirations of refugee youth, and those who obtained
asylum expressed a desire to make positive contribu-
tions to the country that had received them (see Esaias-
son et al. [61]). Some expressed the aspiration of helping
the society in countries of origin, while family reunion or
reunion with partners appeared among the aspirations of
both unaccompanied minors and students. Short-term
aspirations were finding friends, learning the language,
improving skills, having a body [82], hairstyle or clothing
that they felt satisfied with [83], and obtaining asylum or
residence.

Although this review focuses on aspirations and ways
of envisioning the future, the stories collected in the
reviewed studies also showed the need to have fun, do
‘normal’ things, and enjoy the moment. Some of the
respondents in the studies expressed the regret of hav-
ing lost the carefree time of childhood (see, e.g. Meloni
[80]), where they could just do the things they enjoyed
and not have to worry about the future. Besides the stress
and constraints directly connected to their situation
as migrants, as adolescents and young adults, they felt
greater pressure from expectations of teachers or family
to achieve certain things, to behave in ways that corre-
sponded to the norms of peer-groups [79] and to assume
outward characteristics that corresponded to ‘identities’
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that were available to them. While initially the future
had seemed open and full of possibilities, over time, they
experienced frustrations both caused by the mismatch
between social expectations and their actual situation,
and in terms of a mismatch between reality and their
personal aspirations. In some cases, both refugees and
intra-European migrants therefore tried to hide the truth
from others who they thought might judge them (see, e.g.
Nijhoff and Gordano [70]).

The reviewed studies were consistent with literature in
youth and childhood studies that emphasise the socially
constructed nature of concepts such as childhood, ado-
lescence or adulthood. The life stories of refugee par-
ticipants pointed to children and minors assuming
responsibilities often associated with adulthood. Legally
determined cut-off ages for protection or support of
minors did not correspond to the actual ability to manage
independently of young people in situations of precar-
ity and disadvantage associated with migration (see also
Sirriyeh and Raghallaigh [85]). Similarly, with respect to
the notion of transition into adulthood, several of the
reviewed studies confirmed that a number of milestones
perceived as markers of ‘real’ adulthood (such as a stable
home, income, settling down, marriage, children, choice
of career) were delayed through various barriers, con-
straints and uncertainties of the migratory experience.

Besides opening the question of whether existing con-
ditions in European countries will ever allow such aspi-
rations to materialise, delays in achieving aspirations for
adulthood also underline the need to cover a sufficiently
wide age range in studies on youth aspirations. Findings
in the reviewed studies suggest that there are indeed dif-
ferences between younger individuals—who were more
often concerned with making friends and with their
parents—and older youth, who were to a greater extent
thinking about a family of their own. However, these
and other elements in youth aspirations appeared across
all age groups. In other words, aspirations seemed to be
above all a function of individual trajectories, personali-
ties and life circumstances, as well as deriving from dif-
ferent cultural scripts, rather than following a schema of
biological age.

Many of the reviewed studies highlighted the ‘resil-
ience’ and resourcefulness of migrant youth or attempted
to identify areas of ‘agency’ in contexts that severely
restrained their scope of action. The framing of these
studies is understandable, in order to avoid a dehuman-
ising ‘victim’ discourse of passive young people in need
of support and who would not be capable of contributing
to host societies. A victim discourse also clashes with the
self-esteem, self-image and real capabilities of migrant
youth. However, there is a risk that the counter discourse
of resilience, high aspirations, overcoming hardships and
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maintaining agency can normalise repressive policies.
Such a discourse can mask the high price paid for sur-
vival or generate an impression that these young people
are somehow inherently stronger and therefore not in
need of support, rights or protections.

The picture that emerges across the different con-
texts of these studies is of youth who mainly aspire to
have a ‘normal life, who put in the effort to learn the
language, adapt and study hard, trying to do every-
thing ‘right, yet are met with an arbitrary system that is
rigged against them. Effects of the extreme uncertainty
they try to cope with are not limited to the period of
waiting for a residence permit but leaves persistent
anxiety, aggravated by decisions to periodically review
permits, the necessity to stay employed with a particu-
lar employer, earn income above a certain threshold or,
in the case of Denmark, revoked residency and forced
returns [60].

Through the reviewed studies, we learn that these
young people avoid thinking or talking about painful
moments in the past and that they similarly avoid think-
ing about any possible negative future scenarios, clinging
to hope and daydreams of the future life that they aspire
to, to forget the challenges they are facing in their cur-
rent reality. Often, they are lonely and feel isolated, since
without a clear future in the place they are staying, they
have difficulties in forming deeper bonds with the people
around them, while peers are not interested in bonding
with migrants who may not stay for long (see, e.g. Ottos-
son et al. [75]). For some, being stuck in limbo means that
they devote themselves fully to study. Others drift, while
yet others lose all initiative or power to act, sinking into
depression.

While the present review has focused on youth in sit-
uations of migration, findings should be interpreted
against the background of current youth perspectives
more generally. Thus, issues of precarious and low-paid
employment and unaffordable housing, combined with
major uncertainties regarding the future, are likely to
impact a large segment of youth in Europe, regardless
of their migration status. A 2021 UNICEF survey [86]
found that while youth globally were more optimistic
about the future than their elders, the majority of youth
in Europe did not believe that they would have a better
life than their parents. Such statistics might indicate that
worries among European youth have increased over the
past decade, compared to earlier studies by Rubin [13,
23, 31] which already pointed to impacts of inequality.
Importantly, the same UNICEF survey found that 40% of
youth globally identify as ‘global citizens, suggesting that
a transnational dimension of young people’s lives today is
not limited to a personal experience of migration.
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Conclusions

All the features of the future identified by Beckert and
Suckert [26] were represented in the reviewed empirical
studies, either as part of research aims and methodol-
ogy or in the studies’ findings and the narratives of young
migrants that the studies contained. However, rather
than a dichotomy between circular and linear temporal
configurations of the future, more complex relationships
appeared in our material between aspirations, agency,
uncertain future developments in migration policy or
decisions on their residence status and the ability to
envisage details of the future.

Both the findings of the reviewed studies and our anal-
ysis point to a fundamental mismatch between young
migrants’ aspirations and the opportunities that their
life circumstances offered. This mismatch was appar-
ent regardless of whether the studies concerned young
asylum seekers waiting for decisions on their status or
young intra-European migrants with tertiary degrees.
Some gains through the migratory experience were occa-
sionally reported, such as the opportunity to learn a new
language or better chances of employment than in the
European country they had migrated from. Nevertheless,
even in these cases, concretely planning ahead for the
long term was rendered impossible by uncertainties, bar-
riers and constraints linked to their migrant status, and
important life choices were delayed.

Overall, the findings suggest that policies of the past
decade in the European countries where these studies
were conducted have led to highly unfavourable con-
ditions for young people with a migrant background,
where precarity and uncertainty pose substantial bar-
riers to integration, as well as to the realisation of their
aspirations.
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