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Chapter 9
Accounting for Children’s Agency 
and Resilience in Independent Child 
Migration in Southeast Asia

Mark P. Capaldi and Alessia Altamura

9.1 � Introduction

Following a growing global trend towards bringing the voices of children and youth 
into social studies, a body of literature on what is now commonly known as ‘inde-
pendent child migration’1 has emerged in the last 10 years or so in Southeast Asia 
(Huijsmans, 2017). Studies have focused primarily on voluntary movements for 
work and, to a more limited extent, on the intersection between this scenario and 
migration for other purposes such as education and marriage (IOM, 2019; Khoo & 
Yeoh, 2018; Boyden, 2013).

Though exploring the issue from different angles, this scholarly work has con-
tributed to questioning the predominant stereotypical portrayal of migrant child 
workers as solely exploited and ‘victims of change’ (Huijsmans, 2010, p.  14). 
Indeed, children and youth moving on their own in search for labour are normally 
labelled as trafficked children, reinforcing the perception of them as passive indi-
viduals (O’Connell Davidson, 2011). The idealised Western view of childhood as an 
age of innocence and vulnerability has significantly spread in Southeast Asian 
countries, leading to a unidimensional interpretation of independent child migration 
in the region as an adverse experience characterized by exploitation, abuse, coercion 

1 There is no uniform definition of ‘independent child migration’. For the purpose of this contribu-
tion, we use the definition by Yaqub who described independent child migrants as: “children who 
have to some extent chosen to move their usual residence across a major internal or international 
boundary (…), live at destination without parents or legal/customary adult guardians (…), and also 
possibly have travelled independently” (Yaqub, 2009, p.  10). Reflecting the diversity of their 
mobility trajectories, Yaqub suggests that individuals below 18 years of age may display indepen-
dence either during travel or at destination or both, may or may not cross an international border 
and may at times be travelling or living with other relatives.
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and deception. As a corollary of this interpretation, young migrant workers are gen-
erally regarded as lacking capacity and self-determination, needing to be shielded 
from the adult world as recipients of protection and welfare.

Whilst recognising that independent child migrants are vulnerable to abuse and 
exploitation, a number of scholars have begun to shed light on their ‘real’ lived 
experiences, giving impetus to a deconstruction of the hegemonic trafficking narra-
tive (Huijsmans, 2008; Beazley, 2015; Beazley & Ross, 2017; Capaldi, 2014, 2015, 
2016, 2017). The oversimplification of the child migration phenomenon within the 
child trafficking discourse, it is argued, has overshadowed the fact that migration 
can be a positive expression of young people’s ‘future seeking’ and aspiration to the 
full realisation of their rights. The concepts of ‘agency’ and ‘childhood as a social 
construct’ are central to this growing body of research. The focus is increasingly 
placed not just on the competence and evolving capacities of the child but also on 
how childhood is conceptualised and understood in different contexts and cultures. 
Some scholars have gone beyond stressing children’s agency. For example, Yea 
(2016) and Capaldi (2015, 2016) have emphasised that agency and vulnerability are 
not antithetical concepts while Huijsmans has proposed a relational approach to 
agency which underscores the importance of factors such as age, gender and gen-
eration (Huijsmans, 2012, 2016, 2017).

Research about independent child migrants in Thailand in 2014 has also drawn 
attention to the often neglected capability of children to be resilient (Capaldi, 2014). 
Based upon a constructivist approach to resiliency as theorised by Ungar, the study 
has unveiled the significant interaction that exists between the individual character-
istics and capacities of child migrants, their social ecology and the diverse cultural 
contexts they navigate. The introduction of this theoretical framework has paved the 
way to an important change in understanding how children migrating on their own 
can make choices and decisions that affect their lives. Nevertheless, its application 
in research efforts remains limited, and its potential policy and practice implications 
are yet to be acknowledged by duty bearers in the region.

Building on a comprehensive literature review covering all Southeast Asian 
countries,2 this book chapter seeks to illustrate the recent paradigm shift in the inter-
pretation of independent child migration in Southeast Asia, emphasising the dimen-
sions of agency and resilience. After a brief critical analysis of the child migration 
and trafficking discourse as generally presented in relevant literature, the concept of 
agency will be introduced to question the predominant protection and welfare 
approach to independent child migrants. It will be shown that the traditional 

2 Besides drawing largely from Capaldi’s unpublished doctoral dissertation (2016) and subsequent 
scholarly articles, the review has involved an extensive literature search using databases and net-
working platforms such as Google scholar, Researchgate, Academia and Science direct. Keywords 
used for this purpose include among others: child migration, independent child migration, inde-
pendent child migrants, children’s agency, resilience, child labour, labour migration, child traffick-
ing, children on the streets, trafficked children, child domestic workers. Whilst it covers all ASEAN 
countries, the review was not able to identify relevant research in Brunei and Singapore. Studies on 
migrant women and men were also scrutinised and included in the review whenever presenting 
information and data about adults who migrated independently before turning 18.
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Western- and adult-centric conceptualisations of the ‘vulnerability of childhood’ are 
not simply replicable to the Southeast Asian context. The section that follows 
unpacks the theories and concepts related to risk and resilience and how they impact 
on adolescents, especially those relevant to a migratory context. Through the narra-
tives of children’s lives and migratory journeys, resilience will be presented as one 
of the key factors facilitating the navigation of risks and obstacles and a feature 
characterising the lives of many independent child migrants. The final section will 
reassess the common adult assumptions concerning children’s agency, vulnerability 
and resilience within the migratory processes, examining the over-generalisations 
associated with child migration. The conclusion is that only by acknowledging this 
complexity and understanding the lived experiences of young migrant workers, will 
it be possible to develop more effective and flexible protection systems to reduce the 
risks of unsafe independent child migration, leading to better long-term results.

9.2 � A Brief Critique of the Child Migration and Trafficking 
Discourse: Deconstructing Conflating Concepts

Independent child migration for work is significant in Southeast Asia, taking many 
forms and leading to different outcomes (IHRP et al., 2013; Capaldi, 2014; Beazley, 
2015; Van Doore, 2018). The phenomenon occurs mostly internally or across bor-
ders in the region, with Thailand in particular acting as a major catalyst for child 
migrants from neighbouring countries (IOM, 2019; Capaldi, 2014). Most children 
migrating on their own are well into their teenage years and engage in highly gen-
dered occupations: boys are primarily working in physically demanding sectors 
such as agriculture, construction, manufacturing or on fishing platforms, girls are 
most prevalent in domestic and care work, bar and restaurants, garment factories, 
light manufacturing, and in the service and entertainment industries (Capaldi, 2014; 
Chhay, 2019).

The near-absence of legal migration channels means that most independent child 
migrants in the region move across borders undocumented or irregularly. This con-
dition exposes them to severe dangers at the outset of migration, while in transit and 
at destination (Van de Glind, 2010; Capaldi, 2014). Clearly, for children migrating 
internally for work, irregular legal status is not an issue, yet they also face vari-
ous risks.

Children migrating alone are vulnerable to a range of human rights violations 
that they struggle to navigate and overcome. These include exploitative working 
conditions with unpaid or low salaries, long working hours and lack of safety in the 
workplace. In most egregious situations, independent child migrants may end up in 
forced labour and debt bondage or suffer serious abuse, violence and discrimination 
(IHRP et al., 2013). Many young migrant workers experience harsh living condi-
tions and difficulties in accessing services due to language and other barriers, others 
may face arrest and detention for being undocumented:
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After being in Thailand for about one month, I went out with friends and got arrested 
because I didn’t have any documents. My brother had to come and pay some money and 
then I was released. Since then I dared not to go out at all. I wish I could have the right 
papers but it’s expensive and I can’t afford it. (Cambodian boy aged 15 years; working as 
food vendor; migrated at age 14 years) (Capaldi, 2014, p. 86).

The discourse by UN and NGO researchers has generally focused on the myriad of 
perils that children moving on their own encounter, placing particular emphasis on 
the need to protect them from human trafficking, forced labour and exploitation. 
With few exceptions (Apland & Yarrow, 2019), the narrative of anti-trafficking 
agencies has been dominated by depictions of independent child migrants as ‘pas-
sive victims’.

Echoing a dominant global trend, Southeast Asian governments have tended to 
conflate the issue of independent child migration for work with combating child 
trafficking and irregular migration. This approach leans to a legal justification in the 
UN Protocol to Prevent, Suppress and Punish Trafficking in Persons, Especially 
Women and Children which, as a matter of definition, stipulates that children’s con-
sent to any form of facilitated migration resulting in some level of exploitation is 
irrelevant and that such exploitative mobility always constitutes a child trafficking 
offence.

Crystalising the construct of child migrants’ victimhood, the irrelevancy of a 
minor’s consent to exploitative migration, combined with the fact that most migrant 
child workers endure some degree of exploitation, has led to the phenomenon being 
conceptualized as a trafficking problem (Van Doore, 2018; Huijsmans & Baker, 
2012). The resultant prevailing strategy adopted by governments to address the 
exploitation of young migrant workers has revolved around criminal justice 
responses and anti-trafficking policies aimed at stemming mobility and discourag-
ing migration. The common rationale behind this modus operandi is that children 
are by their very nature at risk and thus can be better protected if they are kept out 
of migration and work. Contrary to its supposedly protective intention, the adverse 
consequence of this focus on detection and arrest is that independent child migrants 
are often the target of policing interventions. This in turn makes their journeys more 
expensive and dangerous while also exposing them to a heightened risk of exploita-
tion once at destination.

Traditional studies on child and youth migration and anti-trafficking campaigns 
have contributed to fuel this conflation by focusing disproportionally on bad migra-
tory experiences  through the human trafficking lens (Capaldi, 2017). There is no 
doubt that child trafficking and labour exploitation are among the most pernicious 
and heinous crimes which lead to the abuse of countless children across all ASEAN 
countries. Nevertheless, the assumption that all independent child migration for 
work is akin to child trafficking presents some conceptual shortcomings that policy 
makers and some anti-trafficking agencies have yet to acknowledge (Howard, 2017).

A first important dilemma lies in the notion of exploitation which is a fundamen-
tal component of the definition of child trafficking. Given that the understanding of 
this concept remains vague and unclear, how unfair, unhealthy and poorly paid 
should work be to be categorised as child trafficking? To help solve this dilemma, 
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ILO has tried to capture the different nuances and degrees of exploitation by distin-
guishing between ‘children in employment’, ‘child labourers’, ‘children in hazard-
ous work’ or in the ‘worst forms of child labour’ (Diallo et al., 2013). The advantage 
of this conceptual classification is that it recognizes that not all work by children 
under 18 is exploitative. However, while indicators have been formulated to identify 
cases of child labour (FAO, 2015), the lack of nuance around what is normal or 
abusive work conditions, legitimate work or exploitative labour, is at best ambigu-
ous for it involves moral and political judgements that may not be universal (Apland 
& Yarrow, 2019; Peleg, 2018).

The quandary around exploitation becomes even more complex when consider-
ing that the ‘exploited’ themselves can perceive a very different reality from that 
defined in international legal instruments. A number of studies in different ASEAN 
countries have investigated how independent child migrants or migrant workers 
including under 18-s felt about their current jobs, revealing that many, if not the 
majority, were satisfied with their employment (Open Institute, 2016; Capaldi, 
2014; Nanthavong, 2013; Nguyen Thi, 2008; Huijsmans, 2007).

Focusing on undocumented labour migration from Laos to Thailand, Huijsmans, 
& Baker (2012, p. 940) noted that Lao young people ‘rarely challenge unfairness or 
dissatisfaction with their work but generally put up with it, only to leave the job 
without any notice when exploitation is stretched beyond certain limits’. This 
behaviour should not be interpreted as a passive acceptance of the situation as young 
migrants can often be well informed of other work opportunities and thus be very 
mobile illustrating agency (Peou, 2016).

Furthermore, due to the lack of better alternatives in their home countries, it is 
not uncommon for young migrants to choose to stay in exploitative conditions even 
when they are allowed to leave and return home (Apland & Yarrow, 2019; Huijsmans, 
2007, 2008). Though this may sound a ‘paradox’, the ‘consensual exploitation’ that 
some youth seem to experience calls into question the automatic labelling of all 
under 18-s involved in facilitated exploitative migration as child trafficking victims.

In the case of most independent child migrants, the boundaries between child 
trafficking, labour exploitation and smuggling are blurred, making the empirical 
distinction between these interrelated phenomena particularly challenging. Children 
migrating on their own may sometimes voluntarily cross the borders irregularly 
without the help of intermediaries or through the services of smugglers but may also 
become victims of smuggling or trafficking. They can even enter a country legally 
and then overstay their border-passes, becoming illegal at a later stage. During the 
whole migratory process, they can experience different degrees of exploitation and 
drift in and out of trafficking contexts by changing jobs.

The complexity and fluidity inherent to independent child migration thus requires 
that overlapping concepts be better analysed as a continuum within which consider-
able levels of variation exist. Most importantly, the peculiarities of children migra-
tory trajectories show that the usual construct which sees children as intrinsically 
vulnerable and non-agentic individuals who are only in need of protection should be 
questioned. As noted by a key informant interviewed by Zimmerman et al. (2015, 
p.  28), ‘we too often approach the issue of migrating children from narrow 
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assumptions of what we think is best for children and not enough time given to 
understanding what children want for themselves.’ Listening to children’s voices 
through a constructivist approach that acknowledges the interplay between context, 
culture and an individual’s experience is therefore crucial to go beyond common 
adult-constructed assumptions about independent child migrants. By analysing 
children’s agency and resilience, this paradigm shift can release many migrant chil-
dren from the predominant construction of human trafficking and ultimately result 
in more positive child migratory journeys and outcomes.

9.3 � Tensions Within the Concepts of Children’s Agency 
and Vulnerability: At the Crossroads of Tradition 
and Modernisation

Contemporary social discourses on childhood have traditionally been dominated by 
a conceptualisation of children which sees them as lacking certain adult dispositions 
such as cognitive capacities, maturity, and autonomy (Boyden, 1997). By virtue of 
simplistic analyses viewing childhood as a transient phase to adulthood, children 
are depicted as innocent, naïve, immature ‘human becomings’ (Qvortrup, 1991, 
p.  8) or are reduced to ‘incomplete adults’ (Sinclair, 2004, p.  107) and ‘semi-
citizens’ (Cohen, 2009, p. 155). However, the sociology of childhood that has per-
meated social sciences since the 1980s has refuted this dominant strand, highlighting 
that children are social agents with capacities to act independently, shape their life 
circumstances and influence their social environment. As well as emphasizing the 
concept of children’s agency, this new approach has theorised that childhood is a 
social construction and, as such, conceptualizations of childhood may vary accord-
ing to time, place and the socio-cultural expectations on the child.

Children are and must be seen as active in the construction and determination of their own 
social lives, the lives of those around them and the societies they live in. Children are not 
just passive subjects of social structures and processes. (Prout & James, 1997, p. 8; cit. in 
Savahl, 2010)

Whilst this theoretical perspective was emerging, the adoption of the Convention of 
the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) in 1989 marked the definitive globalisation of the 
Western modern construct of childhood (Boyden, 1997; Imoh, 2012). Despite some 
criticism that the CRC’s pre-occupation with the protection of children has rein-
forced the portrayal of their vulnerability, the CRC has also legitimately been 
regarded as one of the conceptual origins of children’s agency as it acknowledges 
that children have rights to participation, autonomy and self-determination (Abebe, 
2019). This is particularly evident in Art. 12 which encapsulates a child’s right to 
participate in all decisions affecting their lives ‘in accordance with their age and 
maturity’, and art. 5 which for the first time in an international human rights treaty 
introduces the notion of ‘evolving capacities’ (Kosher et al., 2016).
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The tensions within the concepts of children’s agency in the UNCRC reflect the 
coexistence of two conflicting approaches underlying the formulation of this legal 
instrument: protectionism and liberationism. These contrasting positions also have 
a bearing on how the issue of independent child migration for work is interpreted 
and addressed. Indeed, if the liberal view of childhood advocates for the right of 
children to migrate and make decisions about their own education regardless of 
their age, the paternalistic perspective supports the idea that child work is incompat-
ible with studying. For example, Rehfeld (2011, p. 144) strongly argues that chil-
dren’s education and welfare must be a priority before space is created for the 
development of their citizenship capabilities; he describes childhood as ‘a naturally 
precarious time’ with millions of children living in unstable environments vulnera-
ble to many threats. Rehfeld believes that a healthy childhood that is ‘protected 
from the concerns of adults,’ means that we need to be wary of the potential harm 
of children engaging in the adult world. However, the protectionist approach that 
sees education and child work as mutually exclusive ignores that children them-
selves are continuously looking for livelihood options, to learn about the world of 
work and engage in activities in safe work environments. As many scholars have 
recognized (Peleg, 2018; Howard, 2014; Huijsmans, 2007; Pinheiro, 2006; Molland, 
2005), without provision of such opportunities, children’s vulnerability to socio-
economic marginalisation grows, forcing them to access resources through informal 
or unsafe means that may increase their exposure to abuse and exploitation. 
Prioritising protection needs by generically assuming incompetency on the part of 
children reduces them to welfare recipients rather than accounting for the reality of 
their localized childhoods which sees them as active social agents of change with 
resilience and capacities, particularly in the setting of cross-border migration for 
work. The accounts given by older migrant child workers in particular demonstrate 
that they are mature, agentic and resilient citizens; at the same time their complex 
situations challenge the idea of a universal and individualistic autonomy and resil-
ience, suggesting that their choices and aspirations are embedded in socio-political 
and cultural contexts and relational dynamics that may either restrain or facilitate 
their agency and ability to respond to adversities (Abebe, 2019; Tisdall & Punch, 
2012; Huijsmans, 2017; Capaldi, 2016).

Similar to other developing nations, countries across Southeast Asia have all 
taken to institutionalizing the modern Western concept of childhood. Today, the 
notion of childhood as a happy and ‘golden’ time that must be devoted to schooling 
and play is widespread especially among ruling elites and educated middle-class, 
particularly in urban areas (Beazley, 2015; Huijsmans, 2010). However, this ide-
alised construct is at odds with the reality of much of the poor in Southeast Asia 
whose children increasingly take up work responsibilities as they get older.

Cultural norms of filial obligations and parental expectations on children to con-
tribute to the family livelihood are a key component of the traditional Southeast 
Asian value system. Permeating society at all levels, the idea that children should 
help with labour and earn family income is more common among rural communi-
ties. In these contexts, migration can provide an opportunity to improve the 
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household economic conditions while at the same time ensuring adherence to tradi-
tional roles:

My family led a modest life. We did not have much. I saw how other families were improv-
ing their lives because of migrants’ money. I felt I must also migrate to help my parents. I 
didn’t want to see them left behind. (Indonesian girl, age unknown; migrated to Taiwan at 
age 17 years as a domestic worker) (Chan, 2017, p.8).

Whilst several studies suggest that the final decision to engage in labour migration 
is often the result of a personal choice made by the children and young people them-
selves (Chhay, 2019; Bylander, 2015; Capaldi, 2014; Patunru & Kusumaningrum, 
2013; Hesketh et al., 2012), discussions usually take place within the household to 
reach an agreement and get permission from parents (Chan, 2017; Chhay, 2019).

Like in most of the developing world, in Southeast Asia migration is viewed as a 
transition from childhood to adulthood. On par with other key life course events 
such as quitting school and entering the labour market, getting married or having 
children, leaving home to find work represents a normal rite of passage through 
which adolescents stop to be considered dependent children and ‘establish them-
selves more firmly as youth’ (Huijsmans, 2017, p. 128).

Within the region’s patriarchal societies, traditional practices and gender norms 
tend to depict the experience of migration as a male prerogative while women’s 
independent mobility is deemed inappropriate. If relocating for work is a strategy 
allowing men to fulfil their conventional role of breadwinners, moving away from 
home is commonly perceived as a risk for young girls of ending up in socially-
condemned sexual behaviours (Huijsmans, 2014; Kusakabe & Pearson, 2015).

The social stigma associated with girls’ mobility contrasts with the process of 
feminisation of labour migration that Southeast Asia has experienced since the last 
decades of the twentieth century. Together with important socio-economic transfor-
mations, modernisation in the region has brought with it a reshaping of traditional 
gender norms and relations through a process of ‘negotiation and contestation’ 
(Yeoh, 2016, p. 78). An example is that of contemporary Indonesia where the once 
male dominated practice of merantau3 (wandering) is now used to justify the pre-
vailing young girls’ involvement in independent migration (Beazley & Ross, 2017; 
Khoo et al., 2017; Khoo & Yeoh, 2018).

Yet across the region ‘deep-seated transformations in gender ideologies or scripts 
are resistant to change’ (Yeoh, 2016, p.75). In contrast to boys, girls are usually 
persuaded to leave home for work solely if they can rely on social and family net-
works at destination (Bylander, 2015). On the other hand, cultural specificities and 
gender norms in each ASEAN country also mean that expectations on boys and girls 
to migrate may differ. In countries such as Cambodia and Lao PDR, for example, 
young boys still face stronger household pressure towards transnational migration 
due to the persistence of the traditional bride price system which requires wealth 
accumulation in view of marriage, as well as by the likelihood of higher earnings as 

3 Merantau refers to men involvement in migration, usually for work and to improve social status 
(Beazley & Ross, 2017).
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compared to girls (Huijsmans, 2014; Bylander, 2015). Instead, in the Philippines 
and Thailand it is the daughters who are expected to migrate and act as financial 
helpers when they are adolescents or young women (Anderson et  al., 2017; 
Capaldi, 2016).

9.4 � Theories, Concepts and a Constructionist Discourse 
on Resilience

If increasing scholarly attention has been paid on how children exercise agency 
throughout the migratory journey, a key capability of independent child migrants 
still requiring analysis and research is resiliency. As noted by Ensor and Gozdziak 
(2010, p. 7), ‘it is important to acknowledge that children’s agency, and their ability 
to overcome the challenges of migration, … reflects their own individual and 
socially generated vulnerabilities and resilience’. It is by tapping into resilience 
skills, factors and strategies that children are capable of successfully and proactively 
manage the innately risky process of labour migration and, in many cases, secure 
positive outcomes.

9.4.1 � Early Conceptualisations of Resilience

The concept of resilience first appeared in the scientific arena in the 1970s when a 
group of clinical researchers found that some children achieved good outcomes 
despite being exposed to a high risk for psychopathology. These pioneering efforts 
led to a significant shift of focus from mental disease and deficits to mental health 
and resources, giving impetus to a new research field (O’Dougherty Wright 
et al., 2013).

The construct of resilience has become increasingly fashionable, yet there is a 
lack of consensus and ambiguity on the meaning of this term (Ungar, 2011). 
Different understanding of this concept reflects the variety of theories and models 
that have been developed over the years. However, it is now widely accepted that 
two recurring elements feature in all definitions of resilience: exposure to serious 
stress and positive functioning. As Vella and Pai (2019, p.  233) recently stated, 
‘resilience is commonly described as the ability to bounce back or overcome some 
form of adversity and thus experience positive outcomes despite an aversive event 
or situation.’

Scholars have identified different waves or approaches to researching resilience 
in the last few decades (Ungar, 2011; O’Dougherty Wright et al., 2013). Originally, 
the study of resilience focused on the individuals and their particular traits, capaci-
ties and internal resources (Lee et al., 2009; Shaikh & Kauppi, 2010). Several inti-
mate qualities (such as spirituality, self-efficacy, self-esteem, intelligence, optimism, 
empathy, life skills and problem-solving ability) were found to particularly 
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contribute to positive outcomes in children and function as protective factors 
(O’Dougherty Wright et al., 2013; Ungar, 2004). However, the major limitation of 
resilience being portrayed as an assemblage of inborn traits is that it becomes 
viewed as a static individual attribute which some children have and others do not 
(Shaikh & Kauppi, 2010). Furthermore, this approach does not give credence to the 
influence of dynamic factors that can change over time and also misses out another 
key aspect: the social context and conditions that build, nurture and reinforce resil-
ience among children.

Thanks to the groundbreaking work by Rutter and others (e.g. Garmezy, Werner, 
Luthar and Masten), the initial focus of research on resilience has shifted from iden-
tifying and measuring psychological innate factors to understanding the processes 
and interactions between the environment and the individual’s internal aptitudes 
(Ungar, 2011).

Early ecological understandings of resilience identified clusters of resilience 
related factors and processes that were thought to be applicable globally. However, 
the validity of this ‘notion of resilience as an independently existing entity which is 
measurable using universal norms’ (Heffernan, 2017, p. 17) has been more recently 
questioned. It is argued that, far from being universal, resilience related factors are 
not necessarily protective for all children and their relevance varies according to 
children’s development stage and the context in which they grow up and develop. If 
few of these variables can be exclusively assigned to risk or protective factors, more 
interactive and contextual processes are likely at play and therefore a different 
approach is needed to capture such complexity.

9.4.2 � A Constructionist Approach to Resilience and Ungar’s 
Socioecological Theory: A Useful Model to Understand 
Independent Child Migrants’ Subjective Experiences?

One of the latest directions taken by resilience research is the constructionist con-
ceptualisation proposed by Ungar. While still anchored on an ecological perspec-
tive, this model has strengthened the belief of the benefits of integrating resilience 
and negotiation into the local context, culture and diversity of the individual (Ungar, 
2004, 2008). Of central importance is the individual’s own interpretation of adver-
sity and what the person sees as viable behaviours and outcomes. The notion of 
resilience as a social-ecological construct is reflected in the following definition:

In the context of exposure to significant adversity, resilience is both the capacity of indi-
viduals to navigate their way to the psychological, social, cultural, and physical resources 
that sustain their well-being, and their capacity individually and collectively to negotiate for 
these resources to be provided and experienced in culturally meaningful ways. (Ungar, 
2008, p. 225)

Challenging an individualistic and Western-centric approach, the socioecological 
theory of resilience introduces the concepts of ‘decentrality’ and ‘cultural relativity’. 
Unlike other scholars that have placed emphasis on the child’s personal qualities or 
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the interaction between the individual and the environment, Ungar proposes to shift 
attention away from the child and focus on their ecologies. ‘Resilience’, he argues, 
‘is as, or more, dependent on the capacity of the individual’s physical and social 
ecology to potentiate positive development under stress than the capacity of indi-
viduals to exercise personal agency during their recovery from risk exposure’ 
(Ungar, 2012, p. 15). As such, prominence should be given to resilience-building 
interventions targeting the social environment of the child.

The notion of cultural relativity is well illustrated by multi-country studies by 
Ungar and colleagues (Ungar et al., 2007, 2008). Through this work, multiple cul-
turally embedded paths to resilience were identified. However, this does not mean 
that there are no global aspects or cross-cultural similarities. Indeed, seven universal 
tensions were defined, namely: access to material resources, relationships, identity, 
power and control, cultural adherence, social justice and cohesion. Though being 
universal, these tensions are resolved by each child in their own way and according 
to the culture and context they belong to/grow up in (Ungar, 2008).

In particular, this resilience model was used by Libório and Ungar (2010) to sup-
port a literature review of children’s own experiences of work. Whilst identifying a 
range of risk factors at structural, relational and personal level, the study revealed 
that in contexts of limited resources, work may result in good outcomes for some 
children allowing them to resolve successfully the seven tensions. Similar findings 
also emerged from another research by these authors (Libório & Ungar, 2014) 
which investigated children’s economic activity in a Brazilian municipality of São 
Paulo State. In contrast to a common view of child labour as being always harmful, 
children’s employment was found to contribute to positive functioning and psycho-
social growth.

9.4.3 � The Why, the What and the How: From Constructiveness 
to Interconnectedness

The notion of resilience is clearly an important concept in the analysis of indepen-
dent child migration as the child’s individual resilience influences their agency. As 
the constructionist conceptualization of resilience examines personal traits within 
the individual’s cultural and contextual lives, this raises the need to better under-
stand the child’s agency and the reasons for their migratory journeys. Within 
Southeast Asia the only attempt to examine resilience of this group of children from 
a constructionist perspective was conducted by Capaldi (2014, 2015, 2016). 
Certainly, independent child migrants were able to successfully ‘navigate their way’ 
through Ungar’s seven tensions with Capaldi suggesting that the ‘glue’ holding 
these all together was perhaps the reasons for them migrating and entering the 
labour market in the first place. For most of the children and youth moving for work 
in Southeast Asia, economic reasons were the main factor for their migration 
(Capaldi, 2014; Peou, 2016; Beazley, 2015). Cultural and historical factors mean 
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that children have grown up expecting to contribute to the family income. This con-
cept was clearly articulated by a key informant in research on independent child 
migrants in Thailand:

Asian children have a strong sense of responsibility to parents – this is the ‘bottom line’ on 
why they migrate. Asian’s have a different definition of what is a good child. The children 
have responsibilities to send money back home, need to be prepared to be exploited and 
must make sacrifices for the family (Capaldi, 2014, p. 68).

A number of studies on migrant remittances suggest that responsibility and desire to 
send money back home is strong, particularly amongst girls (IOM, 2019; Kusakabe 
& Pearson, 2015; Rahman & Fee, 2009; They & Treleaven, 2013). Yet independent 
child migrants’ remittances are rarely regarded as positive indicators because of the 
generally negative demographics of irregular, displaced, unaccompanied or traf-
ficked children (Cortina, 2010). However, in many regions of the world, they are a 
concrete manifestation of an ‘inter-generational contract’ that is a major motiva-
tional factor that influences migrant children, manifested within a sense of pride, 
independence and aspirations for a better future. Self-direction and motivation theo-
ries are integral to a constructionist interpretation of agency and resilience within 
the context of work environments. Frederic Herzberg identified that the prime moti-
vators included recognition, responsibility and goals as opposed to lesser secondary 
factors such as working conditions or compensation (Herzberg cited in Christensen 
et al., 2012). Across a number of ASEAN countries, child migrants clearly articu-
lated their personal and collective sense of purpose and consistently reported a 
sense of pride and stronger social recognition as a result of sending remittances 
back to their families:

When I was in Cambodia, my relatives and neighbours never treated me as their niece. After 
I worked here for two years and then returned home, they were so nice to me. I was so 
surprised and proud of myself. (Cambodian female aged 28 years; working as domestic 
worker; migrated first to Phnom Penh at age 17 and later to Malaysia) (Chhay, 2019, p. 68)

Many believe they have matured, become independent and acquired knowledge and 
skills through their migratory experience (Jampaklay & Kittisuksathit, 2009; 
Capaldi, 2014; Chhay, 2019; Hesketh et al., 2012):

…here… I feel that I’m improving my communication skills and general knowledge. I 
would not have these skills if I stayed in Myanmar. Thailand is more developed and 
improved to our own country. (Burmese male aged 19 years; working in food processing; 
migrated to Thailand at age 14 years) (Capaldi, 2014, p. 136).

Some youth are increasingly fascinated by the opportunity to experience new adven-
tures, access consumer goods and reshape their identity by accruing wealth and 
status via labour mobility (Peou, 2016; Beazley, 2015; Bylander, 2015; Anderson 
et al., 2017). Others consider the earnings deriving from labour migration as a prac-
tical solution to cover the high costs associated with continuing education (Hesketh 
et al., 2012), though the complex reality facing those relocating across borders is 
such that they are normally forced to abandon their initial educational aspirations 
(IOM, 2019). Research has also identified that some young leave home in search for 
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work to postpone marriage and gain more power to negotiate the choice of a partner 
(Khoo & Yeoh, 2018; Huijsmans, 2018; Chan, 2017):

My sister is in the village. She is married and has a baby. I would probably be married now 
too if I stayed. (Indonesian girl aged 15 years; migrated to Jakarta from villages elsewhere 
in Java; profession unknown) (Bessell, 2009, p.536).

If these strong motivations are why children migrate, despite the vulnerabilities and 
dangers, then their resilience is what helps the child to withstand such adversity and 
even thrive; the child’s agency is how they navigate the obstacles and challenges of 
migration. Capaldi (2016) suggests that it is the interconnectedness between ‘the 
why, the what and the how’ that best empowers the child within independent 
migration.

Whilst independent child migrants moving for work face numerous risks at dif-
ferent levels, when listening to their voices, it is clear that their involvement in an 
economic activity dispels the view that they only need protection. Their experiences 
show that labour migration provides them with an opportunity to make a significant 
contribution and build resilience amid adversity (Libório & Ungar, 2010). A suc-
cessful approach to mitigating vulnerabilities associated with independent child 
migration should therefore not ignore the impact of this experience on their identity, 
empowerment and aspirations, creating the conditions for them to resolve the seven 
tensions of Ungar’s socioecological theory as safely as possible.

9.5 � Conclusion

This chapter has questioned the conventional adult constructions of independent 
child migration for work in Southeast Asia. By complementing mainstream research, 
the aim was to understand the phenomenon from children’s perspective, drawing 
from existing literature. Indeed, a relatively recent wave of studies based on a child-
centred participatory approach has shed light on the lived experiences of many 
cross-border and internal young migrants, proposing a paradigm shift.

Such emerging fieldwork does not deny that these youth are not vulnerable to 
exploitation and abuse. The trafficking and exploitation of migrant children clearly 
exist in the region and are intolerable crimes requiring urgent action. We should also 
be wary of overzealous enthusiasm for children’s resilience and agency that down-
plays their lack of choice and the types of exploitation experienced. However, the 
common understanding of all children migrating voluntarily for work as victims of 
unscrupulous traffickers due to their intrinsic vulnerability does not reflect the 
reality.

When listening to their voices, young people engaging in labour migration tell us 
a story that does not match the usual narrative of most anti-trafficking agencies and 
Southeast Asian governments. In pursuing their migratory projects, independent 
child migrants undoubtedly exercise agency and self-determination building their 
confidence and bringing pride in the work they do. Their accounts show that 
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migration may be a constructive aspiration of young people’s search for the full 
realization of their rights and a better life. A significant motivational factor shapes 
their lives that is largely influenced by socio-cultural beliefs around familial obliga-
tions and the transition from childhood into adulthood. Not differing much from 
young adults, adolescents embarking in independent labour migration possess capa-
bilities, skills, and a reservoir of resilience, enabling them to make decisions and 
successfully navigate the potential dangers associated with irregular or unsafe 
migration. This is at odds with the more deficit model of capacity that is too often 
associated with the age bound limitations of ‘evolving capacities’ enshrined in the 
CRC. The legal definition of a ‘child’ applied to a 16- or 17-year-old migrating on 
their own for labour can easily neglect that these older children are in fact compe-
tent youth migrants.

Migrant children as independent and voluntary workers is rarely acknowledged 
as it does not sit well with the Western-centric expectations of childhood. A number 
of factors contribute to the existing disconnect and tension between this scenario 
and the dominant anti-trafficking approach. Firstly, a lack of definitional clarity of 
what constitutes exploitation and human trafficking and the rendering of a child’s 
consent to migrate irrelevant if exploitation is deemed to occur, all serve to entangle 
and confuse the anti-trafficking discourse. Secondly, the CRC and its associated 
modern concept of childhood ignore the economic development needs of the chil-
dren of the majority world. Whilst the heavy focus on protection is not unwarranted 
when there is a danger to child migrants of trafficking and exploitation, in many 
cases of child migration the exploitation appears as advantageous for both the child 
and the employer. This is even more true where there are no better alternatives in 
communities of origin. Interpreting this exchange as human trafficking risks reduc-
ing the less exploitative work options, pushing child migrants (who are mostly 
irregular) into more dangerous and exploitative work conditions. Thirdly, accurate 
and verifiable data about the scale of child trafficking compared to successful child 
migration outcomes is absent, making the development of appropriate policies and 
programmes problematic. Fourthly, despite child trafficking being generally pic-
tured as a lucrative business run by criminal gangs and ruthless exploiters yielding 
coercive power, the stories recounted by many adolescent migrant workers show 
that this is not a common situation. The fluidity and nuances typical of their experi-
ence and condition demonstrate that the spectrum of child agency within migration 
can easily oscillate from positive experiences at one end of the continuum to exploi-
tation and child trafficking at the other.

Therefore, the generic categorisation of child migrants who are of legal age to 
work as trafficked victims and inherently vulnerable is misleading. Throughout 
numerous studies, the children tell us that their problem is not that they haven’t 
reached 18 years; rather, it is the common forms of migrant discrimination, exploi-
tation, and poor implementation of labour rights that prey on other vulnerabilities 
such as their irregular status.

Clearly, this does not entail that policies and programmes to stop child traffick-
ing and exploitation should be sidelined. Addressing the worst forms of child labour 
in specific places and industries through distinct responses that access the most 
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vulnerable should remain a priority. However, we must guard against the use of 
select elements or principles of the international child rights framework and 
advances of legislation, policies and programmes being misinterpreted or detached 
from reality. Dealing with child migration as assumed human trafficking, the best 
interest of the child may be overlooked in the political rush to crack down on ‘illegal 
migrants’.

Moving from generic or adult-centric approaches to prevent child migration or 
that only situate the issue within the child trafficking discourse brings with it a sig-
nificant shift. It means developing adequate policies, approaches and regulations 
that reduce the risks and hazards of irregular migration and that provides a more 
supportive environment for children’s well-being. This could include awareness-
raising campaigns around exploitation and safe migration in sending communities 
for example. Another option could be to promote labour law reform in countries of 
destination and raise awareness amongst the public of the contribution of migrants 
in order to stem stigma, discrimination or exploitation of adolescent migrants. 
Equally relevant is to systematically target employers that exploit young migrant 
workers to make them accountable for their actions and design specific programmes 
that help build these youth’s resilience.

Regardless of the type of strategy to adopt, it is imperative that the voices of the 
adolescent children do not remain unheard. This can only be achieved by expanding 
research efforts using a child-centred approach that focuses on the aspirations and 
positive outcomes of child migrants (in more localised settings) and not just the 
worst-case scenarios of child exploitation and trafficking. These latter narratives 
paint a bleak picture of child migration fueling self-prophesying rhetoric of poor 
parenting, vulnerabilities, trafficking and exploitation. Further research is needed 
on the different contexts for child migration that is age-specific, including of adoles-
cents of a legal working age who have completed compulsory education and who 
have the right to appropriate and legal employment.

Longitudinal studies should also be conducted to understand whether children’s 
agency in independent child migration is embedded in the best interest of the child 
and inter-generational relations over longer periods of time. Finally, issues around 
free and full consent or positive outcomes and impact are better assessed through 
longer life course dynamics.
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