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Difficult and unsafe journeys 
The separation of refugee youth from their fathers 
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Parents play a key role in launching 
their children into adulthood. Differ-
ences in the resources they provide 
their children have implications for per-
petuating patterns of family inequality. 
Immigrant status and race/ethnicity are 
associated with patterns of support in 
complex ways.  
 
Racial/ethnic and immigrant disparities 
in perceptions of support, financial sup-
port, and receiving advice from parents 
about education or employment are 
explained by family socioeconomic re-
sources. Group differences in whether 
young adults say they would turn to a 
parent for advice and co-residence per-
sist after accounting for these factors, 
however. 
 
[Jessica Halliday Hardie and Judith A. Seltzer, 
‘Parent-Child Relationships at the Transition to 
Adulthood’, 2016.] 
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According to the UN Refugee Agency, [1] many 
families are embarking on difficult and unsafe 
journeys to flee from “political instability, envi-
ronmental degradation and natural disasters,” 
[2] among other reasons. [3] As a result, family 
members, especially fathers, [4] may separate 
prior to or in the process of reaching their desti-
nations. [5] This creates unique challenges [6] 
for the rest of the family unit, especially the 
most vulnerable members, including children [7] 
and youth. [8]  
 
Therefore, an examination of the unique chal-
lenges of a father’s absence [9] on youth within 
the refugee context, in which youth are already 
vulnerable, is unprecedented. [10] Using the 
life-course theory as its theoretical framework, 
[11] this paper will show that a lack of resident 
and involved fathers [12] affects refugee youth’s 
wellbeing in three major overarching and inter-
connected areas: family functioning, health and 
economic wellbeing. [13] This discussion will 
aim to firstly, add to existing research on the ef-
fect of separation on the social relationships of 
refugees, [14] and secondly, contribute to grow-
ing research on the roles of fathers in youths’ 
transitions to adulthood. 
 



Global strategy 
 
Family Functioning 
 
The first implication of fathers’ absence on refugee 
youth involves the side effects on family functioning as 
a whole. Youth may experience the death of nuclear 
family members, live in multi-family households with-
out guardians or even live with extended family or 

community members. [15] For newcomer refugee 
youth in Australia, the lack of broader family networks 
creates settlement challenges in terms of finding an 
occupation, [16] for example. [17] Further, the effects 
of a father’s absence on refugee youth creates a shift in 
the decision-making power in the family. [18] In vari-
ous situations, female headed households may change 
the traditional dynamics of a family. However, once 
the father reunites with his family, questions over who 
makes the final decisions in the household arise, caus-
ing uncertainty with regards to the way the family will 
function in the future. [19] 
 
Moreover, the absence of fathers in the lives of refu-
gee youth affects parenting. In Jordan, research has 

shown that although some Syrian refugee youth ex-
hibited resilience in the face of their father’s absence, 
they still needed a strong parental figure that would 
support them financially and emotionally in an unfa-
miliar environment. Research shows that “father in-
volvement may be critical during the transition from 
late adolescence to early adulthood, as healthy de-
velopment involves the emergence of characteristics 
such as autonomy, responsibility, the ability to plan, 

self-regulation, and moral development.” [20] In 
certain cases, mothers had to step up as author-
ity figures within their household, [21] in addition 
to the majority of the parental duties. [22] 
 
Health 
 
The second implication of a father’s absence in the 

lives of refugee youth is on the physical and mental well-
being of youth. Fatherhood has a strong influence on 
“child health, cognitive development and social func-
tioning.” [23] Specifically, “the effect of fathers on their 
children potentially offers healthy psychological devel-
opment, self-concept and development of personal val-
ues through childhood, adolescence and adulthood and 
may be a protective factor against the development of 
maladaptive behaviours and negative self-concept.” [24] 
Overall, [25] however, research has shown that “refu-
gees’ experience of prolonged periods of separation in 
the family can… increase both psychological distance 
and erosion of parental authority, as children learn to 
cope and make decisions in their parents’ absence.” [26] 
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“The effects of a father’s absence on refugee  
youth creates a shift in the decision-making  
power in the family.” 

 

 



Economic 
 
The third overall implication of the absence of fathers 
in the lives of refugee youth is on their economic well-
being. Research has shown that some youth cope by 
leaving school and entering the workforce to provide 
financial support to their families. In Jordan, Syrian ref-
ugees found that accessing health services, the availa-
bility of work, and finding accommodations are inter-
connected and interrelated results of financial strain. 
[27] 
 
Furthermore, research shows that the economic 
impacts of a father’s absence affect male and fe-
male refugee youth differently. For example, a fa-
ther’s absence oftentimes led male Syrian refu-
gee youth in Jordan to adopt the role of a contrib-
uting or sole provider for the household. This usu-
ally led to increased school dropout rates. For 
female Syrian refugee youth in Jordan, early mar-
riage was considered a “coping mechanism” that 
was used to alleviate the economic pressures on 
the family. [28] Particularly, “for a single mother, 
extreme financial hardships, threatened security 
and protection of herself and her family, and in-
creased cultural pressure from intervening family 
members … [were] key factors that may force a 
mother to enter her daughter into an early ar-
ranged marriage.” [29] Overall, the economic 
wellbeing of refugee youth was deeply affected 
by their fathers’ absence. 
 

Concluding Remarks and Recommendations 
 
This discussion highlighted the three main implications of 
a father’s absence on refugee youth and their wellbeing. 
The implications show that the roles that family members 
play are significant, especially in a refugee context, and 
must be supported and protected by international and na-
tional policies. Family policies must be at the forefront, as 
they “can create the conditions for families to better carry 
out the many functions they perform for their members 

and for society in rearing the next generation, in economi-
cally supporting their members, and in caring for those 
who cannot always care for themselves…” [30] 
 
Based on the above, the following policy recommenda-
tions should be considered: 
 
- Revisit reunification policies and procedures for refu-

gee youth and their families, especially fathers. 
 

Although the main implications and challenges 
faced by refugee youth due the absence of their  
 

 
[14] ‘Impact of separation on refugee families: Syrian refugees in Jordan.’ UNHCR, Colombia Global Centers. April 2018. 
http://www.unhcr.org/dach/wp-content/uploads/sites/27/2018/06/CH_Impact-of-Separation-on-Refugee-Families.pdf, p.7. 
[15] Migrant and refugee young people negotiating adolescence in Australia. Centre for Multicultural Youth, p.8. 
http://www.cmy.net.au/sites/default/files/publication-documents/Negotiating%20Adolescence%20in%20Australia_0.pdf 
[16] Migrant and refugee young people negotiating adolescence in Australia. Centre for Multicultural Youth, p.8. 
http://www.cmy.net.au/sites/default/files/publication-documents/Negotiating%20Adolescence%20in%20Australia_0.pdf 
[17] However, it is worthwhile to highlight that youth are also problem-solving agents during the migration process. The experience of Afghan, Karen 
and Sudanese refugee youth resettling in Canada shows that, ‘rather than speaking of [their] responsibilities as a burden, youth seem to take them on 
as part of their growth into adulthood and as a natural part of being in their family.’  Hyne, Michaela, Sepali Guruge, and Yogendra B. Shakya. ‘Family 
relationships of Afghan, Karen and Sudanese Refugee Youth. Canadian Ethnic Studies 44.3, 2012. P.11-28.  
[18] If/when the father reunites with the rest of the family in the future. 
[19] Migrant and refugee young people negotiating adolescence in Australia. Centre for Multicultural Youth, p.9. 
http://www.cmy.net.au/sites/default/files/publication-documents/Negotiating%20Adolescence%20in%20Australia_0.pdf  
[20] ‘Resident Father Involvement and Emerging Adulthood.’ http://paa2008.princeton.edu/papers/80017.p.7 
[21] ‘Impact of separation on refugee families: Syrian refugees in Jordan.’ UNHCR, Colombia Global Centers. April 2018. 
http://www.unhcr.org/dach/wp-content/uploads/sites/27/2018/06/CH_Impact-of-Separation-on-Refugee-Families.pdf, p.12. 
[22] El-Khani, Aala, Fiona Ulph, Sarah Peters and Rachel Calam. ‘Syria: the challenges of parenting in refugee situations of immediate displacement.’ 
Intervention 14.2, 2016. P.109. 
[23] East, Leah, Debra Jackson, and Louise O’Brian. ‘Father Absence and Adolescent Development: A Review of the Literature.’ Journal of Child Health 
Care 10.4, 2006, p.284.  
[24] East, Leah, Debra Jackson, and Louise O’Brian. ‘Father Absence and Adolescent Development: A Review of the Literature.’ Journal of Child Health 
Care 10.4, 2006, p.285. 
[25] However, in the event that father’s absence is not related to parental divorce or separation, for instance, the negative effects are not as impactful. 
[26] Hyne, Michaela, Sepali Guruge, and Yogendra B. Shakya. ‘Family relationships of Afghan, Karen and Sudanese Refugee Youth. Canadian Ethnic 
Studies 44.3, 2012. P.15. 
[27] ‘Impact of separation on refugee families: Syrian refugees in Jordan.’ UNHCR, Colombia Global Centers. April 2018. 
http://www.unhcr.org/dach/wp-content/uploads/sites/27/2018/06/CH_Impact-of-Separation-on-Refugee-Families.pdf, p.14. 
[28] Salem, H., The Voices of Reason: Learning from Syrian Refugee Students in Jordan. Policy Paper No. 18/3. 2018. REAL Centre, University of 
Cambridge. https://zenodo.org/record/1247330#.W4P42i1L3q0.  p.7 
[29] Salem, H., The Voices of Reason: Learning from Syrian Refugee Students in Jordan. Policy Paper No. 18/3. 2018. REAL Centre, University of 
Cambridge. https://zenodo.org/record/1247330#.W4P42i1L3q0. p.7 
[30] Bogenschneider, Karen. ‘Family Policy: Why we need it and how to communicate its value.’ 2011. 
https://www.un.org/esa/socdev/family/docs/egm11/Bogenschneider-paper.pdf. p.9. 
 

“The implications show that the roles that family 
members play are significant, especially in a  
refugee context, and must be supported and  

protected by international and national policies.” 



fathers can be addressed and/or lessened through 
the adoption of reunification processes, extensive 
literature has shown that it is these same proce-
dures that have actually hindered the achievement 
of their goals. [31] The UNHCR has identified key 
areas of improvement, namely to “include expand-
ing the definition of family; investing in the pre-

vention of unintended consequences of separa-
tion, like child labor; improving internet access and 
other tools that foster social connection; develop-
ing real-time platforms for information sharing on 
reunification policies and processes; fundraising 
for reunification expenses for qualified families, 
and better advocating with third countries for re-
sponsibility sharing.” [32] 

 
- Re-stress the commitments of the Global Compact on 

Migration 
 

It is imperative to highlight the following goal of the 
Global Compact on Migration: to “put human rights 
at the centre of any attempt to ensure ‘safe, orderly 

and regular’ migration, including specific protection 
for migrants in vulnerable situations,” namely those 
that are not legally classified within the 1951 Refu-
gee Convention. [33] This classification helps to pro-
vide additional protection for refugees that may en-
ter host countries using unconventional methods. 
[34] Therefore, it would be useful to integrate a fam-
ily impact lens [35] in the Global Compact on Migra-
tion. 

 
- Promote and develop research on the role(s) of fa-

thers, especially on youths’ transition to adulthood, 
and on parenting. 

 
This discussion is an invitation for further exten-
sive research on the role of fathers and fatherhood 
on youth, [36] the impacts of parenting on youth 
familyand during their transition to adulthood, [37] 
especially considering the lack of resident and in-
volving fathering challenges faced by refugees. It 
is also worthwhile to consider the negative impli-
cations on the wellbeing of youth if/when fathers 
return, and especially if they experience post-trau-
matic stress disorders. [38] Future research must 
utilize multicultural and gendered perspectives to 
examine the unique challenges of a father’s ab-
sence on male and female youth. Overall, “under-
standing the impact of family separation in the 
largest refugee crisis in the world is essential to 
the development of comprehensive interventions 
to address these exacerbated vulnerabilities.” [39]
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“Future research must utilize multicultural  
and gendered perspectives to examine the  
unique challenges of a father’s absence on 
 male and female youth.” 
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