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Childhood and Migration 

Stephanie Hemelryk Donald (Royal Holloway, UK) 

Human mobility includes everyone: adults, children, and babies. War, climate disaster, 

economic collapse, or simply improved opportunities - will often involve entire families, 

including of course children, embarking on forced and elective migrations. Children are usually 

understood to be the innocents in these decisions, they are not old enough to consent (Ramirez, 

2024). In some cases, however, children will travel alone (Hameršak and Pleše, 2021, United 

Nations 2016). Travelling alone might be due to a family decision that a certain individual is 

most likely to survive the journey (Rosen and Crafter, 2017; Shahimi, 2023). Or, a teenager 

might leave their place of origin seeking opportunities for their future, or escaping conscription 

into a gang or a militia (UN 2014), or they may be a girl fleeing the threat of gender-based 

violence. Sometimes, a solo journey may be part of a bid to reunite parents or other relatives 

with younger family members.  Children travel within family groups in cross border moves 

associated with a parental career change (Beck 2024; Bu, 2025). These children are also 

migrants, sometimes very privileged ones, but sometimes not, and it is often the second or third 

generation of such families and communities that articulate the challenges that arise when a 

society tries to blame their multi-cultural children for wider problems. When that occurs, young 

people and children, born citizens of their parents’ new homeland, find themselves re-addressed 

as migrants. 

Before we discuss how child migration is covered in contemporary media, let us note the role 

of numbers and facts in reportage. As with any live statistics is always a good idea to check 

updated databases for present and historical trends and outliers. The UNHCR and UNESCO 

are two good sources of reliable information (UNESCO in. Action 2024-25). However, it is 

also important to remember that not all countries record child migrants in their data. In 2023, 

nearly 30% of receiving countries did not differentiate their statistics on migrants by age, and 

90% of places where populations were internally displaced by war, also did not specifically 

count children1. UNESCO for example runs programmes to try and increase inclusion of gender 

specific data (IDA 2023), to ensure that the life experience and needs of women and girls and 

 
1 International Data Alliance for Children on the Move, Data and Statistics for Children on the Move: 

Essential sources and good practices, United Nations Children’s Fund, New York, 2023. 
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included in reports and sociological research (Avignone, 2025). In other words, any data that 

we see must be carefully judged on its merits and its reach, especially when making global 

comparisons.  

Media coverage of child migrants tends to focus on the single child in conditions of despair, 

accident, or death. Reports rarely give overall numbers of children travelling with family, or 

travelling alone. Indeed, teenage children are sometimes mischaracterised as young adults as a 

form of refusal and demonisation by the port of arrival (Ibrahim, 2020). Poor media coverage 

might be because good data is not available, but it is also because the framing of the child in 

media is often purposely individualised – to show an image of one child is to engage the reader 

or viewer with a specific emotional challenge (Lenette and Miskovic, 2018). Arguably, that 

emotional moment substitutes for more clear-sighted recognition of the large numbers needing 

help, and the complex and different reasons that have brought them into mobility and enforced 

their accelerated childhood (Allerton 2023). Although personalisation can be a useful strategy 

to raise consciousness, it may also be a distraction as it is never just one child in a story of 

migration flow. Arguably, those children who are ‘left behind’ are also central players in these 

stories (Huang and Zou, 2023). Good resources therefore include multiple perspectives and 

geopolitical examples (Viola and Musolff 2019; Fiddian-Qasmiyeh, 2020).) So, for example, 

as people have migrated into Europe to escape war zones in recent decades, children’s 

experience has been characterised in ways that discriminate between ‘good’ migrants and so-

called ‘irregular’ migrants (Olier and Spadavecchia, 2022). Children are noticed through tragic 

drownings at sea, or seen in news segments featuring small babies being lifted out of boats with 

their exhausted parents in the background (Lenette and Miskovic, 2018; Mattus, 2020). Whilst 

these stories are essential reminders of the hardships that children face in these journeys, other 

narratives and different framings are needed too (Celik and Phillis, 2020). If consumers of news 

and creative works could access more knowledge of the lives of child migrants before they 

leave their place of origin, and subsequently, after they arrive and are in the course of re-

settlement, one would possess a more informed scenario of these young lives (Knörr, 2005). As 

one researcher describes such children, we might recognise these individuals as a ‘competent 

social actor’. (Hameršak and Pleše, 2021) 

Once in a place of potential settlement, or arrival, or in transit, or stuck in a refugee camp, child 

migrants tend to disappear from the news. Their voices remain unheard and their everyday life 

is invisible (Cox, 2015). When things are truly awful, documentary-makers and whistle blowers 
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might step in to access and expose some kind of truth (Hemelryk Donald, 2019). Indeed, there 

are media-makers, cultural workers, and artists who have paid attention to the long process of 

seeking permanent shelter, schooling, and the right to remain in a new country. These works 

can dramatise how first-generation migrant children might need to take additional 

responsibility, through translating for adults who are not so proficient in a new language for 

example, or taking on an economic role in the family, or by bearing responsibilities of care 

(Narchal, 2016). In parallel here, there  is also an argument to be made that creative practitioners 

should avoid using migrants – especially child migrants – as non-consenting vehicles for their 

own practice (Barry, 2024). 

One should also remember that child migrants are not necessarily crossing national borders. 

Internally displaced children are also part of this story. In wartime or in the aftermath of a 

climate disaster, children will move, or be moved, to the nearest safe (or safer) place. Media 

tend to cover this as items related to the emergency of war, rather than to an ongoing social 

circumstance. However, every child or young teenager that experiences migration, especially 

of course forced migration, will have a different perspective and life experience from those who 

remain in place. The challenge for media makers is to be curious about the benefits and 

hardships entailed in migration for the young, if only so that our societies can better understand 

and more thoughtfully address a fundamental and widely shared human experience. 
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