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Risks and Opportunities for Young Migrants
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3 key messages

• Although migration presents opportunities 
and risks for migrants of all ages, they are 
of particular importance for youth 
• Young people are flexible and in the best 
position to take advantage of the 
opportunities that arise from migration
• Since youth migrants are a very 
heterogeneous group, there is no one-size-
fits-all policy and different responses will 
be needed 



Definitions

Youth is defined by the United Nations, as 
between the ages of 15 to 24 (UNDESA, 
2005)

"Youth migrants" are young women and 
men with a migration background and 
recently immigrated young people 



Youth at the United Nations

The UN Programme on Youth in the Department 
of Economic and Social Affairs (DESA) 
(www.un.org/youth) is the focal point on youth 
within the United Nations. It aims

• to build an awareness of the global situation of 
young people 
• promotes their rights and aspirations

• works towards greater participation of young 
people in decision-making as a means of 
achieving peace and development



Why focus on Migrant Youth?

About one third of migrants from all 
developing countries are aged 12 to 
24 and half 12 to 29 years old (World 
Bank, 2006) 

50 to 90 per cent of youth in some 
countries state they would migrate, 
usually temporarily, if they had the 
opportunity (World Bank, 2006) 



Risks and Opportunities for 
young migrants



Risks 

Despite significant potential benefits, migration 
presents real threats for young people 

• Social and economic exclusion 
• Lower educational performance
• Unemployment/exploitation in the labour market
• Social unrest
• Psychological stress
• Gender equity
• Criminalisation 
• Victims of xenophobic violence and prejudice



Risks : Educational 
Opportunities

Equal educational opportunities is a human 
right.

Formal education and training contributes to
• overcoming language barriers 
• facilitates the transmission of the norms and 
values that provide a basis for social cohesion
• set the stage for the integration of immigrants 
into the labour market.



Risks: Educational 
Opportunites

Factors that may explain the lower 
performance observed among immigrant 
students in some countries (PISA, 2006)

– Immigration history of students 
– Role of language skills
– Role of migrant families’ educational and 

social status
– Institutional factors 
– Referral to special education programmes
– Community effects which lead to segregation 

and self-segregation. 



Policy Recommendations

Its decisive to start early and to involve 
parents
• Provide systematic language support 
(e.g. immersion programmes, bilingual 
language support programmes) 
• Extend pre-school provisions. 
• Offer acculturation classes for parents

• Strengthen guidance and counseling 



Risks: The Labour Market

Workers rights are human rights

The unemployment rate among young 
people is higher than in any other age 
group. Unemployment rates among foreign 
born persons remain between two and 
three times as high as among native born 
individuals (ILO, 2006). 



Risks: The Labour Market

Poor working conditions (ILO, 2006)
- long hours
- no or little basic social security
- low salaries
- dangerous environments
- often in the informal economy

The National Action Plans for youth 
adopted by lead countries of the Youth 
Employment Network (YEN, 2006) provide 
concrete strategies to reduce the pressure 
for migration.



Policy recommendations

Design programmes to aid young migrants 
to participate successfully in the labour 
market

Improve labour standards, for example by 
actively encouraging migrants to join 
unions or form their own unions.

Urge member states to support YEN by 
becoming lead countries.



Risks: Gender Equity

Migrant women often face additional 
discrimination
• Sexual abuse
• Exploitation/trafficking 
• Relegation to gender specific occupations



Policy Recommendations

Mainstream gender considerations into 
migration policies

Implement  information campaigns 
targeted at (potential) young female 
migrants



Opportunities 

• Resilience of young people
• Flexibility and energy
• Gender equity
• Remittances
• Infuse Human Capital into host 
country



Opportunities: Remittances

Migrant youth transferring remittances 

• improve their self-esteem
• their status within their families

• possibly their decision-making power   
within their families 

Inflow of remittances may encourage local 
youth to migrate



Opportunities: Human Capital 

Young migrants may replace the 
ageing workforce in many developed 
countries



Opportunities: Gender Equity

Migrant women can take up paid 
employment.

Migrant women may gain more 
autonomy and financial 
independence.



Opportunities: Integration

Youth migrants are especially equipped to 
adapt to new challenges and therefore are 
well-adapted to integrate successfully

Integration is a two-way process



3 key messages

• Although migration presents opportunities 
and risks for migrants of all ages, they are 
of particular importance for youth 
• Young people are flexible and in the best 
position to take advantage of the 
opportunities that arise from migration
• Youth migrants are a very heterogeneous 
group; there is no one-size-fits-all policy 
and different responses will be needed 



Conclusion
The Council of Europe’s recommendation 1206 
(1993) on the integration of migrants and 
community relations.

Integration policies in host countries have to 
• Protect and promote the expression of cultural 
diversity 
• Insist that the rule of law and respect for 
fundamental human rights are respected and 
observed 
•Prioritise women of migrant background in 
integration policies



Conclusion
• Youth are a vulnerable group but they 
have a lot of potential 
• Implement human rights based migration 
policies and open up more legal channels 
for migration
• Need for more integrated youth policies 
• Promote positive images of migrant youth
• Improve educational attainment and 
access to the labour market.
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