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Foreword
“This journey began with high-levels of demands for support to self-organise from young people of ethnic 

minority background. At first glance, this was an encouraging trend as it meant that young people were 

taking an active role in their social participation. However, on closer inspection, it very quickly became an 

alarming fact that most of the structures and resources that young people needed were already in place. 

Of course, this raised the question of whether they knew of the resources’ existence, that is, mainstream 

youth work or whether it was a deliberate choice not to partake in what was and still is on offer not to 

mention why a decision would be made not to take part. This phenomenon directed two strong youth 

workers on a scavenger hunt. The road they took would for many be unconventional or even slippery, 

however, they trusted their instinct on this.

Deciding to embark on this journey with no predetermined notion of the problem but rather letting young 

people direct them is what makes this research unique and powerful. This research asked the right ques-

tions at the right time to the right people. It is crystal clear that Ireland as a nation has undergone a signifi-

cant change to it make up. Therefore, it was about time we re-examined whether the youth work system 

in place was still responding to the needs of all young people and reflecting the changing times.

Young people were placed at the forefront. From preparing consultation to facilitating the conversation 

with other young people, youth workers, and community leaders, this project tried what I would describe 

as youth work practice at its best. Realising that young people are capable and that youth work is about 

raising their voices not doing it in their stead. It is the real strength of this piece of work. The process may 

have been a little never-wrecking nevertheless, incredibly gratifying for all. 

‘This research captured the perspective of young people, youth workers and community leaders in 

relation to the current and potential of youth work in the lives of young people from ethnic minority back-

ground’. We did not have to wait long to see the positive effect of this wonderful piece of work in action. 

Speaking on my own behalf, as a participant and young facilitator, this experience gave me hope for a 

brighter future. As a young person from an ethnic minority background, I witnessed the conversations that 

I thought I would never have out loud unfold before my eyes. The trust the youth workers gave me was so 

empowering that in turn it unleashed my abilities to inspire others. Those that we have inspired are now 

empowering others and just like that, the trickle effect has began.  

This research is so important to me because it dares to acknowledge the forgotten. It gives a real voice to 

young people from an ethnic minority background.  Above all, it gives us all the chance to change our 

society for the better. To everyone involved in making this piece of work a reality, I congratulate you and I 

appreciate you from the bottom of my heart.

  

Valery Molay

Young participant

Youth facilitator 
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This report documents the perspectives of young people, youth workers and community 

leaders in relation to the current and potential role of youth work in the lives of young 

people from ethnic minority communities. It is based on small-scale, exploratory, qualita-

tive research whose principal aims were:

•    To identify some of the issues facing young people from ethnic minority communities, 

in particular first and second generation migrant young people, and to explore the 

relevance of these for youth work;

•    To examine the lessons that can be learnt from a community-based project dedicated 

to promoting the inclusion of ethnic minority young people in youth work.  

Methods
The research took place between January and June 2015 using two principal methods — 

in-depth semi-structured interviews and focus groups. The interviewees were:

•    Two workers with the Canal Communities Regional Youth Services intercultural youth 

project;

•    Two youth workers with youth projects in the Canal Communities area;

•    A parent of Muslim young people with whom the CCRYS project had worked.

There were three focus groups involving:

•    Leaders from minority ethnic communities and an Irish participant from a faith-based 

organisation, each of whom worked with young people from ethnic minorities;

•    Eight young women between the ages of 20 and 24 years who had migrated to Ireland 

from a range of African countries;

•    Five young Muslim women aged between 10 and 15, four of whom were born in Ireland 

and one of whom migrated to Ireland as a baby.

For reasons of access and because of limitations of time and resources, our sample of 

young people was exclusively female. The research does not include the perspectives of 

young people from many other migrant communities living in Ireland, such as those from 

Eastern and Central Europe or Latin America.

Key Findings
1.   Issues Experienced by Young People from Ethnic Minority Communities

•    Migration, Identity and Belonging
-    Young people, particularly those who were born in Ireland or who arrived here as 

children, may feel an affinity with more than one national or cultural identity. 

-    Some of these young people can face difficulties in navigating and expressing the 

different aspects of their ethnic and cultural identities. 

-    Many young people do not identify with their ‘country of origin’ as strongly as their 

parents or older siblings. 

-      They may face pressure to keep aspects of their parents’ culture. Conversely, others 

may face pressure from their parents to take on aspects of the dominant culture.

-      Young people can also feel uncomfortable with particular labels or with approaches 

by schools or youth clubs which make them feel different at a time when they wish to 

blend in with their peers. 

-     Paradoxically, the need for a space for young people to process those very factors 

which render them different was also identified.  

•    Parental and Community Regulation 
-    Young people reported having to deal with differences between the expectations of 

their parents or communities and those of their peers and the wider ‘Irish’ community. 

-     The young people had less freedom in making choices about aspects of their lives, in 

particular with regard to socialising, than their peers from the majority community. 

Restrictions on young people’s autonomy related to particular cultural understandings 

of childhood and gender. They were also partly attributable to parental fears for their 

children’s safety in a context of significant levels of societal racism. 

-     Young Muslim women faced disapproval by some members of the Muslim community 

for their involvement in activities such as football or for their use of social media sites. 

-    There was evidence of a diversity of perspectives on such matters within the Muslim 

community. 

-   Adult respondents from the Muslim community expressed a wish that their young 

people had as many opportunities for social interaction and personal development as 

possible, as long as certain elements of Muslim culture, such as the need for 

gender-specific groups, were respected.

•    Religious Beliefs and Observance 

-    Religious faith and community were key sources of support and strength in young 

people’s lives.

-    Young people are located at the intersection of different value systems and their 

religious backgrounds played a key role in this. 

-     Negotiating these different value systems created tensions and pressures in young 

people’s lives. 

-       Religious observance had implications for young people’s participation in youth work. 

Some Muslim parents and community leaders may fear that participation in some 

youth activities may dilute or detract from the young people’s understanding and 

practice of Islam.

-      This was not regarded as an insurmountable barrier. With the support of CCRYS one 

Muslim leader had introduced structured youth activities in her mosque. 

•    Leadership and Civic/Political Participation 
-      Some of the young people wished to be involved in issue-based work affecting 

migrant young people but also young people more generally.

 

•    Racism and Exclusion 
-      All the young people had direct experiences of racism and exclusion. 

-      This took the form of ignorance, misinformation or generalisations about their countries 

or origin, their religions or their cultures. 

-      It also took the form of exclusion by classmates and bullying at school. 

-      The highly gendered nature of racism was noted. Some of the young African women 

experienced men propositioning them in public under the assumption that they were 

sex workers. 

-      The painful effects of racism on social media and of perceptions of migrants as ‘gold 

diggers’ were also discussed. 

-      The threat to young people’s safety due to the risk of racist assaults emerged.

-      The implications of this for young people’s participation in youth work were noted.

-      The constraints on young Muslims freedom arising from the climate created by macro 

social policy such as the ‘Preventing Violent Extremism’ in the UK was mentioned. 

-     Young people use a variety of strategies for coping with racism, including humour, 

complaints to teachers and self-exclusion from ‘white’ spaces.

2.   The Role of Youth Work

The implications for youth work of each of the findings in the previous section are:

 

Migration, Identity and Belonging
-      Youth work could provide a space for young people to make sense of issues relating 

to their personal and social identity in order to strengthen their sense of belonging and 

wellbeing. 

-      Youth workers may need to walk a fine line between offering support to young people 

and singling them out. This work may need to happen in gender- or identity-specific 

groups. 

•   Parental and Community Regulation 
-    Youth work may have a role in supporting young people to process the sometimes 

conflicting expectations which they may face. 

•    Religious Beliefs and Observance
-    Youth workers need to increase their religious literacy in order to understand and 

accommodate the needs of young people from observant families.

-      Youth work may have a role in supporting young people to discuss and debate differ-

ent worldviews in a safe and respectful environment. 

-      Youth workers must find ways of accommodating greater parental involvement in deci-

sions regarding their young people’s activities than has been the norm within youth 

work. 

-      Acknowledging and accommodating parental involvement in decisions does not mean 

buying into stereotypes of young women from ethnic minorities as being passive or 

without a voice. 

-      In order to widen the participation of young Muslim women in youth work, gender-spe-

cific groups will have to be provided. This does not represent a new practice within 

youth work. 

•    Leadership and Civic/Political Participation 
-      Youth work is centrally concerned with enabling young people’s voice. It is well located 

to support leadership and, where necessary, self-organisation among young people 

from ethnic minorities. 

•    Racism and Exclusion 
-    A meaningful youth work relationship can validate young people’s experiences of 

racism and support them to process its painful effects. 

-     While there is no panacea for addressing racist attitudes, critical conversations with 

young people and creative, youth-centred activities which enable cross-community 

interaction can help to challenge racism and exclusion. 

-      Such processes may depend on youth organisations building greater fluency around 

racism and diversity issues. 

-     Where young migrants cannot attend youth services due to fears of racism and person-

al safety or due to processes of ‘self-exclusion’, there is an imperative that alternative 

spaces for flexible, youth-centred support are identified and resourced.

 

Barriers to Accessing Youth Work 
The research also noted barriers to young people’s inclusion in youth work which were 

linked to how youth work is often structured and resourced.  

-      The geographical boundaries of youth organisations’ particular catchment areas may 

exclude those young people who congregate in spaces outside the areas in which 

they reside.

-      Traditional forms of outreach used by youth workers may inadvertently exclude some 

young people from ethnic minority communities. 

-      Youth work which is heavily focused on young people deemed ‘at risk’ of involvement 

in crime or addiction may not meet the current needs of many ethnic minority young 

people. 

The Potential of Youth Work
The research highlighted the relevance of youth work and the potential it offers for 

supporting young people from ethnic minorities:

-      Young people’s participation in homework clubs and in general mainstream youth 

work within some youth services were noted.

-      Through the use of youth-centred, creative methodologies.

-     The general openness of youth workers to fostering greater inclusion also emerged. 

3.   CCRYS Intercultural Youth Project: What Can We Learn?

•    CCYRS Intercultural Youth Project: What Worked Well? 
-     Its willingness and capacity to do youth work in ‘non-traditional’ youth work spaces 

such as a mosque.

-      Its outreach work and its success in building up trust with minority ethnic community 

parents and leaders.

-      The provision of direct support to local youth services. 

-     Brokering and building relationships between youth services, migrant organisations 

and members of ethnic minority communities.

•    CCYRS Intercultural Youth Project: What Were the Challenges? 
-    Lack of resources, funding cuts and continuity of engagement with local youth 

services. 

Conclusion 
-      The research confirms the continued relevance of previous strategies for intercultural 

youth work, in particular their emphasis on the fact that an ‘open door’ policy is not 

sufficient to support the participation of many young people from ethnic minority com-

munities. 

-      Additional issues such as the young people’s complex sense of personal and social 

identity, religious/cultural values systems and parental expectations are also 

emerged. Knowledge of these issues among youth workers can support the develop-

ment of inclusive and effective youth work practice with young people from ethnic 

minorities. 

-      Having a specific project or worker dedicated to intercultural work can be hugely 

beneficial. 

Recommendations
Youth organisations/workers should:

-      Acknowledge that the inclusion of young people from ethnic minorities needs to be a 

conscious and purposive part of youth work;

-     Recognise that young people from ethnic minorities often balance a complex set of 

demands and  may need support in coping with the sometimes competing expecta-

tions on them; 

-     Support young people to feel a sense of belonging and to navigate their complex 

personal and social identities; 

-      Support young people to explore the differing value systems in which they are located; 

-      Validate young people’s experiences of racism, support young people to process its 

painful effects but also provide a framework for young people to understand and chal-

lenge racism safely;

-   Build fluency around racism and diversity in order that organisations are better 

equipped to support minority inclusion in youth work;

-      Foster critical conversations on the theme of racism with all their young people to help 

to address racist attitudes;

-      Where necessary, support young people at risk of racist abuse to travel safely to their 

projects;

-      Re-examine a traditional preference for starting work with young people from minority 

ethnic communities in integrated youth work spaces; instead youth work responses 

should be led by what the young people want and need to feel safe and included. This 

may mean establishing single-identity/gender-specific groups;

-      Develop greater religious literacy;

-      Work to diversify their staff and volunteer base; 

-      Develop relationships of trust with parents and leaders from ethnic minority communi-

ties; 

-     Where appropriate, recognise and support young people to self-organise and take 

action on issues which concern them;

-       Recognise that young people may feel uncomfortable with activities which single them 

out on the basis of their migrant/ethnic minority status or which require them to be 

‘representative’ of a particular country or culture;
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-      Evaluate the efficacy of their outreach strategies to ensure that ethnic minority young 

people are not being inadvertently excluded;

-      Examine norms and cultural practices within their organisations and evaluate whether 

these may be difficult for young people from ethnic minority communities to navigate.

Youth organisations and funders should:

-      Acknowledge that funding cuts to youth work can lead to ‘fire-fighting’ and reduce the 

capacity for furthering inclusive practice;

-      Recognise the efficacy of a dedicated project or worker in supporting youth work with 

young people from ethnic minorities and allocate resources accordingly; 

-     Explore ways of replicating or adapting the model spearheaded by CCRYS on a 

regional basis and in a manner which suits local needs.  
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This report documents the perspectives of young people, youth workers and community 

leaders in relation to the current and potential role of youth work in the lives of young 

people from ethnic minority communities. It is based on small-scale, exploratory, qualita-

tive research whose principal aims were:

•    To identify some of the issues facing young people from ethnic minority communities, 

in particular first and second generation migrant young people, and to explore the 

relevance of these for youth work;

•    To examine the lessons that can be learnt from a community-based project dedicated 

to promoting the inclusion of ethnic minority young people in youth work.  

Methods
The research took place between January and June 2015 using two principal methods — 

in-depth semi-structured interviews and focus groups. The interviewees were:

•    Two workers with the Canal Communities Regional Youth Services intercultural youth 

project;

•    Two youth workers with youth projects in the Canal Communities area;

•    A parent of Muslim young people with whom the CCRYS project had worked.

There were three focus groups involving:

•    Leaders from minority ethnic communities and an Irish participant from a faith-based 

organisation, each of whom worked with young people from ethnic minorities;

•    Eight young women between the ages of 20 and 24 years who had migrated to Ireland 

from a range of African countries;

•    Five young Muslim women aged between 10 and 15, four of whom were born in Ireland 

and one of whom migrated to Ireland as a baby.

For reasons of access and because of limitations of time and resources, our sample of 

young people was exclusively female. The research does not include the perspectives of 

young people from many other migrant communities living in Ireland, such as those from 

Eastern and Central Europe or Latin America.

Key Findings
1.   Issues Experienced by Young People from Ethnic Minority Communities

•    Migration, Identity and Belonging
-    Young people, particularly those who were born in Ireland or who arrived here as 

children, may feel an affinity with more than one national or cultural identity. 

-    Some of these young people can face difficulties in navigating and expressing the 

different aspects of their ethnic and cultural identities. 

-    Many young people do not identify with their ‘country of origin’ as strongly as their 

parents or older siblings. 

-      They may face pressure to keep aspects of their parents’ culture. Conversely, others 

may face pressure from their parents to take on aspects of the dominant culture.

-      Young people can also feel uncomfortable with particular labels or with approaches 

by schools or youth clubs which make them feel different at a time when they wish to 

blend in with their peers. 

-     Paradoxically, the need for a space for young people to process those very factors 

which render them different was also identified.  

•    Parental and Community Regulation 
-    Young people reported having to deal with differences between the expectations of 

their parents or communities and those of their peers and the wider ‘Irish’ community. 

-     The young people had less freedom in making choices about aspects of their lives, in 

particular with regard to socialising, than their peers from the majority community. 

Restrictions on young people’s autonomy related to particular cultural understandings 

of childhood and gender. They were also partly attributable to parental fears for their 

children’s safety in a context of significant levels of societal racism. 

-     Young Muslim women faced disapproval by some members of the Muslim community 

for their involvement in activities such as football or for their use of social media sites. 

-    There was evidence of a diversity of perspectives on such matters within the Muslim 

community. 

-   Adult respondents from the Muslim community expressed a wish that their young 

people had as many opportunities for social interaction and personal development as 

possible, as long as certain elements of Muslim culture, such as the need for 

gender-specific groups, were respected.

•    Religious Beliefs and Observance 

-    Religious faith and community were key sources of support and strength in young 

people’s lives.

-    Young people are located at the intersection of different value systems and their 

religious backgrounds played a key role in this. 

-     Negotiating these different value systems created tensions and pressures in young 

people’s lives. 

-       Religious observance had implications for young people’s participation in youth work. 

Some Muslim parents and community leaders may fear that participation in some 

youth activities may dilute or detract from the young people’s understanding and 

practice of Islam.

-      This was not regarded as an insurmountable barrier. With the support of CCRYS one 

Muslim leader had introduced structured youth activities in her mosque. 

•    Leadership and Civic/Political Participation 
-      Some of the young people wished to be involved in issue-based work affecting 

migrant young people but also young people more generally.

 

•    Racism and Exclusion 
-      All the young people had direct experiences of racism and exclusion. 

-      This took the form of ignorance, misinformation or generalisations about their countries 

or origin, their religions or their cultures. 

-      It also took the form of exclusion by classmates and bullying at school. 

-      The highly gendered nature of racism was noted. Some of the young African women 

experienced men propositioning them in public under the assumption that they were 

sex workers. 

-      The painful effects of racism on social media and of perceptions of migrants as ‘gold 

diggers’ were also discussed. 

-      The threat to young people’s safety due to the risk of racist assaults emerged.

-      The implications of this for young people’s participation in youth work were noted.

-      The constraints on young Muslims freedom arising from the climate created by macro 

social policy such as the ‘Preventing Violent Extremism’ in the UK was mentioned. 

-     Young people use a variety of strategies for coping with racism, including humour, 

complaints to teachers and self-exclusion from ‘white’ spaces.

2.   The Role of Youth Work

The implications for youth work of each of the findings in the previous section are:

 

Migration, Identity and Belonging
-      Youth work could provide a space for young people to make sense of issues relating 

to their personal and social identity in order to strengthen their sense of belonging and 

wellbeing. 

-      Youth workers may need to walk a fine line between offering support to young people 

and singling them out. This work may need to happen in gender- or identity-specific 

groups. 

•   Parental and Community Regulation 
-    Youth work may have a role in supporting young people to process the sometimes 

conflicting expectations which they may face. 

•    Religious Beliefs and Observance
-    Youth workers need to increase their religious literacy in order to understand and 

accommodate the needs of young people from observant families.

-      Youth work may have a role in supporting young people to discuss and debate differ-

ent worldviews in a safe and respectful environment. 

-      Youth workers must find ways of accommodating greater parental involvement in deci-

sions regarding their young people’s activities than has been the norm within youth 

work. 

-      Acknowledging and accommodating parental involvement in decisions does not mean 

buying into stereotypes of young women from ethnic minorities as being passive or 

without a voice. 

-      In order to widen the participation of young Muslim women in youth work, gender-spe-

cific groups will have to be provided. This does not represent a new practice within 

youth work. 

•    Leadership and Civic/Political Participation 
-      Youth work is centrally concerned with enabling young people’s voice. It is well located 

to support leadership and, where necessary, self-organisation among young people 

from ethnic minorities. 

•    Racism and Exclusion 
-    A meaningful youth work relationship can validate young people’s experiences of 

racism and support them to process its painful effects. 

-     While there is no panacea for addressing racist attitudes, critical conversations with 

young people and creative, youth-centred activities which enable cross-community 

interaction can help to challenge racism and exclusion. 

-      Such processes may depend on youth organisations building greater fluency around 

racism and diversity issues. 

-     Where young migrants cannot attend youth services due to fears of racism and person-

al safety or due to processes of ‘self-exclusion’, there is an imperative that alternative 

spaces for flexible, youth-centred support are identified and resourced.

 

Barriers to Accessing Youth Work 
The research also noted barriers to young people’s inclusion in youth work which were 

linked to how youth work is often structured and resourced.  

-      The geographical boundaries of youth organisations’ particular catchment areas may 

exclude those young people who congregate in spaces outside the areas in which 

they reside.

-      Traditional forms of outreach used by youth workers may inadvertently exclude some 

young people from ethnic minority communities. 

-      Youth work which is heavily focused on young people deemed ‘at risk’ of involvement 

in crime or addiction may not meet the current needs of many ethnic minority young 

people. 

The Potential of Youth Work
The research highlighted the relevance of youth work and the potential it offers for 

supporting young people from ethnic minorities:

-      Young people’s participation in homework clubs and in general mainstream youth 

work within some youth services were noted.

-      Through the use of youth-centred, creative methodologies.

-     The general openness of youth workers to fostering greater inclusion also emerged. 

3.   CCRYS Intercultural Youth Project: What Can We Learn?

•    CCYRS Intercultural Youth Project: What Worked Well? 
-     Its willingness and capacity to do youth work in ‘non-traditional’ youth work spaces 

such as a mosque.

-      Its outreach work and its success in building up trust with minority ethnic community 

parents and leaders.

-      The provision of direct support to local youth services. 

-     Brokering and building relationships between youth services, migrant organisations 

and members of ethnic minority communities.

•    CCYRS Intercultural Youth Project: What Were the Challenges? 
-    Lack of resources, funding cuts and continuity of engagement with local youth 

services. 

Conclusion 
-      The research confirms the continued relevance of previous strategies for intercultural 

youth work, in particular their emphasis on the fact that an ‘open door’ policy is not 

sufficient to support the participation of many young people from ethnic minority com-

munities. 

-      Additional issues such as the young people’s complex sense of personal and social 

identity, religious/cultural values systems and parental expectations are also 

emerged. Knowledge of these issues among youth workers can support the develop-

ment of inclusive and effective youth work practice with young people from ethnic 

minorities. 

-      Having a specific project or worker dedicated to intercultural work can be hugely 

beneficial. 

Recommendations
Youth organisations/workers should:

-      Acknowledge that the inclusion of young people from ethnic minorities needs to be a 

conscious and purposive part of youth work;

-     Recognise that young people from ethnic minorities often balance a complex set of 

demands and  may need support in coping with the sometimes competing expecta-

tions on them; 

-     Support young people to feel a sense of belonging and to navigate their complex 

personal and social identities; 

-      Support young people to explore the differing value systems in which they are located; 

-      Validate young people’s experiences of racism, support young people to process its 

painful effects but also provide a framework for young people to understand and chal-

lenge racism safely;

-   Build fluency around racism and diversity in order that organisations are better 

equipped to support minority inclusion in youth work;

-      Foster critical conversations on the theme of racism with all their young people to help 

to address racist attitudes;

-      Where necessary, support young people at risk of racist abuse to travel safely to their 

projects;

-      Re-examine a traditional preference for starting work with young people from minority 

ethnic communities in integrated youth work spaces; instead youth work responses 

should be led by what the young people want and need to feel safe and included. This 

may mean establishing single-identity/gender-specific groups;

-      Develop greater religious literacy;

-      Work to diversify their staff and volunteer base; 

-      Develop relationships of trust with parents and leaders from ethnic minority communi-

ties; 

-     Where appropriate, recognise and support young people to self-organise and take 

action on issues which concern them;

-       Recognise that young people may feel uncomfortable with activities which single them 

out on the basis of their migrant/ethnic minority status or which require them to be 

‘representative’ of a particular country or culture;

-      Evaluate the efficacy of their outreach strategies to ensure that ethnic minority young 

people are not being inadvertently excluded;

-      Examine norms and cultural practices within their organisations and evaluate whether 

these may be difficult for young people from ethnic minority communities to navigate.

Youth organisations and funders should:

-      Acknowledge that funding cuts to youth work can lead to ‘fire-fighting’ and reduce the 

capacity for furthering inclusive practice;

-      Recognise the efficacy of a dedicated project or worker in supporting youth work with 

young people from ethnic minorities and allocate resources accordingly; 

-     Explore ways of replicating or adapting the model spearheaded by CCRYS on a 

regional basis and in a manner which suits local needs.  



This report documents the perspectives of young people, youth workers and community 

leaders in relation to the current and potential role of youth work in the lives of young 

people from ethnic minority communities. It is based on small-scale, exploratory, qualita-

tive research whose principal aims were:

•    To identify some of the issues facing young people from ethnic minority communities, 

in particular first and second generation migrant young people, and to explore the 

relevance of these for youth work;

•    To examine the lessons that can be learnt from a community-based project dedicated 

to promoting the inclusion of ethnic minority young people in youth work.  

Methods
The research took place between January and June 2015 using two principal methods — 

in-depth semi-structured interviews and focus groups. The interviewees were:

•    Two workers with the Canal Communities Regional Youth Services intercultural youth 

project;

•    Two youth workers with youth projects in the Canal Communities area;

•    A parent of Muslim young people with whom the CCRYS project had worked.

There were three focus groups involving:

•    Leaders from minority ethnic communities and an Irish participant from a faith-based 

organisation, each of whom worked with young people from ethnic minorities;

•    Eight young women between the ages of 20 and 24 years who had migrated to Ireland 

from a range of African countries;

•    Five young Muslim women aged between 10 and 15, four of whom were born in Ireland 

and one of whom migrated to Ireland as a baby.

For reasons of access and because of limitations of time and resources, our sample of 

young people was exclusively female. The research does not include the perspectives of 

young people from many other migrant communities living in Ireland, such as those from 

Eastern and Central Europe or Latin America.

Key Findings
1.   Issues Experienced by Young People from Ethnic Minority Communities

•    Migration, Identity and Belonging
-    Young people, particularly those who were born in Ireland or who arrived here as 

children, may feel an affinity with more than one national or cultural identity. 

-    Some of these young people can face difficulties in navigating and expressing the 

different aspects of their ethnic and cultural identities. 

-    Many young people do not identify with their ‘country of origin’ as strongly as their 

parents or older siblings. 

-      They may face pressure to keep aspects of their parents’ culture. Conversely, others 

may face pressure from their parents to take on aspects of the dominant culture.

-      Young people can also feel uncomfortable with particular labels or with approaches 

by schools or youth clubs which make them feel different at a time when they wish to 

blend in with their peers. 

-     Paradoxically, the need for a space for young people to process those very factors 

which render them different was also identified.  

•    Parental and Community Regulation 
-    Young people reported having to deal with differences between the expectations of 

their parents or communities and those of their peers and the wider ‘Irish’ community. 

-     The young people had less freedom in making choices about aspects of their lives, in 

particular with regard to socialising, than their peers from the majority community. 

Restrictions on young people’s autonomy related to particular cultural understandings 

of childhood and gender. They were also partly attributable to parental fears for their 

children’s safety in a context of significant levels of societal racism. 

-     Young Muslim women faced disapproval by some members of the Muslim community 

for their involvement in activities such as football or for their use of social media sites. 

-    There was evidence of a diversity of perspectives on such matters within the Muslim 

community. 

-   Adult respondents from the Muslim community expressed a wish that their young 

people had as many opportunities for social interaction and personal development as 

possible, as long as certain elements of Muslim culture, such as the need for 

gender-specific groups, were respected.

•    Religious Beliefs and Observance 

-    Religious faith and community were key sources of support and strength in young 

people’s lives.

-    Young people are located at the intersection of different value systems and their 

religious backgrounds played a key role in this. 

-     Negotiating these different value systems created tensions and pressures in young 

people’s lives. 

-       Religious observance had implications for young people’s participation in youth work. 

Some Muslim parents and community leaders may fear that participation in some 

youth activities may dilute or detract from the young people’s understanding and 

practice of Islam.

-      This was not regarded as an insurmountable barrier. With the support of CCRYS one 

Muslim leader had introduced structured youth activities in her mosque. 

•    Leadership and Civic/Political Participation 
-      Some of the young people wished to be involved in issue-based work affecting 

migrant young people but also young people more generally.

 

•    Racism and Exclusion 
-      All the young people had direct experiences of racism and exclusion. 

-      This took the form of ignorance, misinformation or generalisations about their countries 

or origin, their religions or their cultures. 

-      It also took the form of exclusion by classmates and bullying at school. 

-      The highly gendered nature of racism was noted. Some of the young African women 

experienced men propositioning them in public under the assumption that they were 

sex workers. 

-      The painful effects of racism on social media and of perceptions of migrants as ‘gold 

diggers’ were also discussed. 

-      The threat to young people’s safety due to the risk of racist assaults emerged.

-      The implications of this for young people’s participation in youth work were noted.

-      The constraints on young Muslims freedom arising from the climate created by macro 

social policy such as the ‘Preventing Violent Extremism’ in the UK was mentioned. 

-     Young people use a variety of strategies for coping with racism, including humour, 

complaints to teachers and self-exclusion from ‘white’ spaces.

2.   The Role of Youth Work

The implications for youth work of each of the findings in the previous section are:

 

Migration, Identity and Belonging
-      Youth work could provide a space for young people to make sense of issues relating 

to their personal and social identity in order to strengthen their sense of belonging and 

wellbeing. 

-      Youth workers may need to walk a fine line between offering support to young people 

and singling them out. This work may need to happen in gender- or identity-specific 

groups. 

•   Parental and Community Regulation 
-    Youth work may have a role in supporting young people to process the sometimes 

conflicting expectations which they may face. 

•    Religious Beliefs and Observance
-    Youth workers need to increase their religious literacy in order to understand and 

accommodate the needs of young people from observant families.

-      Youth work may have a role in supporting young people to discuss and debate differ-

ent worldviews in a safe and respectful environment. 

-      Youth workers must find ways of accommodating greater parental involvement in deci-

sions regarding their young people’s activities than has been the norm within youth 

work. 

-      Acknowledging and accommodating parental involvement in decisions does not mean 

buying into stereotypes of young women from ethnic minorities as being passive or 

without a voice. 

-      In order to widen the participation of young Muslim women in youth work, gender-spe-

cific groups will have to be provided. This does not represent a new practice within 

youth work. 

•    Leadership and Civic/Political Participation 
-      Youth work is centrally concerned with enabling young people’s voice. It is well located 

to support leadership and, where necessary, self-organisation among young people 

from ethnic minorities. 

•    Racism and Exclusion 
-    A meaningful youth work relationship can validate young people’s experiences of 

racism and support them to process its painful effects. 

-     While there is no panacea for addressing racist attitudes, critical conversations with 

young people and creative, youth-centred activities which enable cross-community 

interaction can help to challenge racism and exclusion. 

-      Such processes may depend on youth organisations building greater fluency around 

racism and diversity issues. 

-     Where young migrants cannot attend youth services due to fears of racism and person-

al safety or due to processes of ‘self-exclusion’, there is an imperative that alternative 

spaces for flexible, youth-centred support are identified and resourced.

 

Barriers to Accessing Youth Work 
The research also noted barriers to young people’s inclusion in youth work which were 

linked to how youth work is often structured and resourced.  

-      The geographical boundaries of youth organisations’ particular catchment areas may 

exclude those young people who congregate in spaces outside the areas in which 

they reside.

-      Traditional forms of outreach used by youth workers may inadvertently exclude some 

young people from ethnic minority communities. 

-      Youth work which is heavily focused on young people deemed ‘at risk’ of involvement 

in crime or addiction may not meet the current needs of many ethnic minority young 

people. 

The Potential of Youth Work
The research highlighted the relevance of youth work and the potential it offers for 

supporting young people from ethnic minorities:

-      Young people’s participation in homework clubs and in general mainstream youth 

work within some youth services were noted.

-      Through the use of youth-centred, creative methodologies.

-     The general openness of youth workers to fostering greater inclusion also emerged. 

3.   CCRYS Intercultural Youth Project: What Can We Learn?

•    CCYRS Intercultural Youth Project: What Worked Well? 
-     Its willingness and capacity to do youth work in ‘non-traditional’ youth work spaces 

such as a mosque.

-      Its outreach work and its success in building up trust with minority ethnic community 

parents and leaders.

-      The provision of direct support to local youth services. 

-     Brokering and building relationships between youth services, migrant organisations 

and members of ethnic minority communities.

•    CCYRS Intercultural Youth Project: What Were the Challenges? 
-    Lack of resources, funding cuts and continuity of engagement with local youth 

services. 

Conclusion 
-      The research confirms the continued relevance of previous strategies for intercultural 

youth work, in particular their emphasis on the fact that an ‘open door’ policy is not 

sufficient to support the participation of many young people from ethnic minority com-

munities. 

-      Additional issues such as the young people’s complex sense of personal and social 

identity, religious/cultural values systems and parental expectations are also 

emerged. Knowledge of these issues among youth workers can support the develop-

ment of inclusive and effective youth work practice with young people from ethnic 

minorities. 

-      Having a specific project or worker dedicated to intercultural work can be hugely 

beneficial. 

Recommendations
Youth organisations/workers should:

-      Acknowledge that the inclusion of young people from ethnic minorities needs to be a 

conscious and purposive part of youth work;

-     Recognise that young people from ethnic minorities often balance a complex set of 

demands and  may need support in coping with the sometimes competing expecta-

tions on them; 

-     Support young people to feel a sense of belonging and to navigate their complex 

personal and social identities; 

-      Support young people to explore the differing value systems in which they are located; 

-      Validate young people’s experiences of racism, support young people to process its 

painful effects but also provide a framework for young people to understand and chal-

lenge racism safely;

-   Build fluency around racism and diversity in order that organisations are better 

equipped to support minority inclusion in youth work;

-      Foster critical conversations on the theme of racism with all their young people to help 

to address racist attitudes;

-      Where necessary, support young people at risk of racist abuse to travel safely to their 

projects;

-      Re-examine a traditional preference for starting work with young people from minority 

ethnic communities in integrated youth work spaces; instead youth work responses 

should be led by what the young people want and need to feel safe and included. This 

may mean establishing single-identity/gender-specific groups;

-      Develop greater religious literacy;

-      Work to diversify their staff and volunteer base; 

-      Develop relationships of trust with parents and leaders from ethnic minority communi-

ties; 

-     Where appropriate, recognise and support young people to self-organise and take 

action on issues which concern them;

-       Recognise that young people may feel uncomfortable with activities which single them 

out on the basis of their migrant/ethnic minority status or which require them to be 

‘representative’ of a particular country or culture;
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-      Evaluate the efficacy of their outreach strategies to ensure that ethnic minority young 

people are not being inadvertently excluded;

-      Examine norms and cultural practices within their organisations and evaluate whether 

these may be difficult for young people from ethnic minority communities to navigate.

Youth organisations and funders should:

-      Acknowledge that funding cuts to youth work can lead to ‘fire-fighting’ and reduce the 

capacity for furthering inclusive practice;

-      Recognise the efficacy of a dedicated project or worker in supporting youth work with 

young people from ethnic minorities and allocate resources accordingly; 

-     Explore ways of replicating or adapting the model spearheaded by CCRYS on a 

regional basis and in a manner which suits local needs.  

 

Executive Summary



This report documents the perspectives of young people, youth workers and community 

leaders in relation to the current and potential role of youth work in the lives of young 

people from ethnic minority communities. It is based on small-scale, exploratory, qualita-

tive research whose principal aims were:

•    To identify some of the issues facing young people from ethnic minority communities, 

in particular first and second generation migrant young people, and to explore the 

relevance of these for youth work;

•    To examine the lessons that can be learnt from a community-based project dedicated 

to promoting the inclusion of ethnic minority young people in youth work.  

Methods
The research took place between January and June 2015 using two principal methods — 

in-depth semi-structured interviews and focus groups. The interviewees were:

•    Two workers with the Canal Communities Regional Youth Services intercultural youth 

project;

•    Two youth workers with youth projects in the Canal Communities area;

•    A parent of Muslim young people with whom the CCRYS project had worked.

There were three focus groups involving:

•    Leaders from minority ethnic communities and an Irish participant from a faith-based 

organisation, each of whom worked with young people from ethnic minorities;

•    Eight young women between the ages of 20 and 24 years who had migrated to Ireland 

from a range of African countries;

•    Five young Muslim women aged between 10 and 15, four of whom were born in Ireland 

and one of whom migrated to Ireland as a baby.

For reasons of access and because of limitations of time and resources, our sample of 

young people was exclusively female. The research does not include the perspectives of 

young people from many other migrant communities living in Ireland, such as those from 

Eastern and Central Europe or Latin America.

Key Findings
1.   Issues Experienced by Young People from Ethnic Minority Communities

•    Migration, Identity and Belonging
-    Young people, particularly those who were born in Ireland or who arrived here as 

children, may feel an affinity with more than one national or cultural identity. 

-    Some of these young people can face difficulties in navigating and expressing the 

different aspects of their ethnic and cultural identities. 

-    Many young people do not identify with their ‘country of origin’ as strongly as their 

parents or older siblings. 

-      They may face pressure to keep aspects of their parents’ culture. Conversely, others 

may face pressure from their parents to take on aspects of the dominant culture.

-      Young people can also feel uncomfortable with particular labels or with approaches 

by schools or youth clubs which make them feel different at a time when they wish to 

blend in with their peers. 

-     Paradoxically, the need for a space for young people to process those very factors 

which render them different was also identified.  

•    Parental and Community Regulation 
-    Young people reported having to deal with differences between the expectations of 

their parents or communities and those of their peers and the wider ‘Irish’ community. 

-     The young people had less freedom in making choices about aspects of their lives, in 

particular with regard to socialising, than their peers from the majority community. 

Restrictions on young people’s autonomy related to particular cultural understandings 

of childhood and gender. They were also partly attributable to parental fears for their 

children’s safety in a context of significant levels of societal racism. 

-     Young Muslim women faced disapproval by some members of the Muslim community 

for their involvement in activities such as football or for their use of social media sites. 

-    There was evidence of a diversity of perspectives on such matters within the Muslim 

community. 

-   Adult respondents from the Muslim community expressed a wish that their young 

people had as many opportunities for social interaction and personal development as 

possible, as long as certain elements of Muslim culture, such as the need for 

gender-specific groups, were respected.

•    Religious Beliefs and Observance 

-    Religious faith and community were key sources of support and strength in young 

people’s lives.

-    Young people are located at the intersection of different value systems and their 

religious backgrounds played a key role in this. 

-     Negotiating these different value systems created tensions and pressures in young 

people’s lives. 

-       Religious observance had implications for young people’s participation in youth work. 

Some Muslim parents and community leaders may fear that participation in some 

youth activities may dilute or detract from the young people’s understanding and 

practice of Islam.

-      This was not regarded as an insurmountable barrier. With the support of CCRYS one 

Muslim leader had introduced structured youth activities in her mosque. 

•    Leadership and Civic/Political Participation 
-      Some of the young people wished to be involved in issue-based work affecting 

migrant young people but also young people more generally.

 

•    Racism and Exclusion 
-      All the young people had direct experiences of racism and exclusion. 

-      This took the form of ignorance, misinformation or generalisations about their countries 

or origin, their religions or their cultures. 

-      It also took the form of exclusion by classmates and bullying at school. 

-      The highly gendered nature of racism was noted. Some of the young African women 

experienced men propositioning them in public under the assumption that they were 

sex workers. 

-      The painful effects of racism on social media and of perceptions of migrants as ‘gold 

diggers’ were also discussed. 

-      The threat to young people’s safety due to the risk of racist assaults emerged.

-      The implications of this for young people’s participation in youth work were noted.

-      The constraints on young Muslims freedom arising from the climate created by macro 

social policy such as the ‘Preventing Violent Extremism’ in the UK was mentioned. 

-     Young people use a variety of strategies for coping with racism, including humour, 

complaints to teachers and self-exclusion from ‘white’ spaces.

2.   The Role of Youth Work

The implications for youth work of each of the findings in the previous section are:

 

Migration, Identity and Belonging
-      Youth work could provide a space for young people to make sense of issues relating 

to their personal and social identity in order to strengthen their sense of belonging and 

wellbeing. 

-      Youth workers may need to walk a fine line between offering support to young people 

and singling them out. This work may need to happen in gender- or identity-specific 

groups. 

•   Parental and Community Regulation 
-    Youth work may have a role in supporting young people to process the sometimes 

conflicting expectations which they may face. 

•    Religious Beliefs and Observance
-    Youth workers need to increase their religious literacy in order to understand and 

accommodate the needs of young people from observant families.

-      Youth work may have a role in supporting young people to discuss and debate differ-

ent worldviews in a safe and respectful environment. 

-      Youth workers must find ways of accommodating greater parental involvement in deci-

sions regarding their young people’s activities than has been the norm within youth 

work. 

-      Acknowledging and accommodating parental involvement in decisions does not mean 

buying into stereotypes of young women from ethnic minorities as being passive or 

without a voice. 

-      In order to widen the participation of young Muslim women in youth work, gender-spe-

cific groups will have to be provided. This does not represent a new practice within 

youth work. 

•    Leadership and Civic/Political Participation 
-      Youth work is centrally concerned with enabling young people’s voice. It is well located 

to support leadership and, where necessary, self-organisation among young people 

from ethnic minorities. 

•    Racism and Exclusion 
-    A meaningful youth work relationship can validate young people’s experiences of 

racism and support them to process its painful effects. 

-     While there is no panacea for addressing racist attitudes, critical conversations with 

young people and creative, youth-centred activities which enable cross-community 

interaction can help to challenge racism and exclusion. 

-      Such processes may depend on youth organisations building greater fluency around 

racism and diversity issues. 

-     Where young migrants cannot attend youth services due to fears of racism and person-

al safety or due to processes of ‘self-exclusion’, there is an imperative that alternative 

spaces for flexible, youth-centred support are identified and resourced.

 

Barriers to Accessing Youth Work 
The research also noted barriers to young people’s inclusion in youth work which were 

linked to how youth work is often structured and resourced.  

-      The geographical boundaries of youth organisations’ particular catchment areas may 

exclude those young people who congregate in spaces outside the areas in which 

they reside.

-      Traditional forms of outreach used by youth workers may inadvertently exclude some 

young people from ethnic minority communities. 

-      Youth work which is heavily focused on young people deemed ‘at risk’ of involvement 

in crime or addiction may not meet the current needs of many ethnic minority young 

people. 

The Potential of Youth Work
The research highlighted the relevance of youth work and the potential it offers for 

supporting young people from ethnic minorities:

-      Young people’s participation in homework clubs and in general mainstream youth 

work within some youth services were noted.

-      Through the use of youth-centred, creative methodologies.

-     The general openness of youth workers to fostering greater inclusion also emerged. 

3.   CCRYS Intercultural Youth Project: What Can We Learn?

•    CCYRS Intercultural Youth Project: What Worked Well? 
-     Its willingness and capacity to do youth work in ‘non-traditional’ youth work spaces 

such as a mosque.

-      Its outreach work and its success in building up trust with minority ethnic community 

parents and leaders.

-      The provision of direct support to local youth services. 

-     Brokering and building relationships between youth services, migrant organisations 

and members of ethnic minority communities.

•    CCYRS Intercultural Youth Project: What Were the Challenges? 
-    Lack of resources, funding cuts and continuity of engagement with local youth 

services. 

Conclusion 
-      The research confirms the continued relevance of previous strategies for intercultural 

youth work, in particular their emphasis on the fact that an ‘open door’ policy is not 

sufficient to support the participation of many young people from ethnic minority com-

munities. 

-      Additional issues such as the young people’s complex sense of personal and social 

identity, religious/cultural values systems and parental expectations are also 

emerged. Knowledge of these issues among youth workers can support the develop-

ment of inclusive and effective youth work practice with young people from ethnic 

minorities. 

-      Having a specific project or worker dedicated to intercultural work can be hugely 

beneficial. 

Recommendations
Youth organisations/workers should:

-      Acknowledge that the inclusion of young people from ethnic minorities needs to be a 

conscious and purposive part of youth work;

-     Recognise that young people from ethnic minorities often balance a complex set of 

demands and  may need support in coping with the sometimes competing expecta-

tions on them; 

-     Support young people to feel a sense of belonging and to navigate their complex 

personal and social identities; 

-      Support young people to explore the differing value systems in which they are located; 

-      Validate young people’s experiences of racism, support young people to process its 

painful effects but also provide a framework for young people to understand and chal-

lenge racism safely;

-   Build fluency around racism and diversity in order that organisations are better 

equipped to support minority inclusion in youth work;

-      Foster critical conversations on the theme of racism with all their young people to help 

to address racist attitudes;

-      Where necessary, support young people at risk of racist abuse to travel safely to their 

projects;

-      Re-examine a traditional preference for starting work with young people from minority 

ethnic communities in integrated youth work spaces; instead youth work responses 

should be led by what the young people want and need to feel safe and included. This 

may mean establishing single-identity/gender-specific groups;

-      Develop greater religious literacy;

-      Work to diversify their staff and volunteer base; 

-      Develop relationships of trust with parents and leaders from ethnic minority communi-

ties; 

-     Where appropriate, recognise and support young people to self-organise and take 

action on issues which concern them;

-       Recognise that young people may feel uncomfortable with activities which single them 

out on the basis of their migrant/ethnic minority status or which require them to be 

‘representative’ of a particular country or culture;
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-      Evaluate the efficacy of their outreach strategies to ensure that ethnic minority young 

people are not being inadvertently excluded;

-      Examine norms and cultural practices within their organisations and evaluate whether 

these may be difficult for young people from ethnic minority communities to navigate.

Youth organisations and funders should:

-      Acknowledge that funding cuts to youth work can lead to ‘fire-fighting’ and reduce the 

capacity for furthering inclusive practice;

-      Recognise the efficacy of a dedicated project or worker in supporting youth work with 

young people from ethnic minorities and allocate resources accordingly; 

-     Explore ways of replicating or adapting the model spearheaded by CCRYS on a 

regional basis and in a manner which suits local needs.  

 



This report documents the perspectives of young people, youth workers and community 

leaders in relation to the current and potential role of youth work in the lives of young 

people from ethnic minority communities. It is based on small-scale, exploratory, qualita-

tive research whose principal aims were:

•    To identify some of the issues facing young people from ethnic minority communities, 

in particular first and second generation migrant young people, and to explore the 

relevance of these for youth work;

•    To examine the lessons that can be learnt from a community-based project dedicated 

to promoting the inclusion of ethnic minority young people in youth work.  

Methods
The research took place between January and June 2015 using two principal methods — 

in-depth semi-structured interviews and focus groups. The interviewees were:

•    Two workers with the Canal Communities Regional Youth Services intercultural youth 

project;

•    Two youth workers with youth projects in the Canal Communities area;

•    A parent of Muslim young people with whom the CCRYS project had worked.

There were three focus groups involving:

•    Leaders from minority ethnic communities and an Irish participant from a faith-based 

organisation, each of whom worked with young people from ethnic minorities;

•    Eight young women between the ages of 20 and 24 years who had migrated to Ireland 

from a range of African countries;

•    Five young Muslim women aged between 10 and 15, four of whom were born in Ireland 

and one of whom migrated to Ireland as a baby.

For reasons of access and because of limitations of time and resources, our sample of 

young people was exclusively female. The research does not include the perspectives of 

young people from many other migrant communities living in Ireland, such as those from 

Eastern and Central Europe or Latin America.

Key Findings
1.   Issues Experienced by Young People from Ethnic Minority Communities

•    Migration, Identity and Belonging
-    Young people, particularly those who were born in Ireland or who arrived here as 

children, may feel an affinity with more than one national or cultural identity. 

-    Some of these young people can face difficulties in navigating and expressing the 

different aspects of their ethnic and cultural identities. 

-    Many young people do not identify with their ‘country of origin’ as strongly as their 

parents or older siblings. 

-      They may face pressure to keep aspects of their parents’ culture. Conversely, others 

may face pressure from their parents to take on aspects of the dominant culture.

-      Young people can also feel uncomfortable with particular labels or with approaches 

by schools or youth clubs which make them feel different at a time when they wish to 

blend in with their peers. 

-     Paradoxically, the need for a space for young people to process those very factors 

which render them different was also identified.  

•    Parental and Community Regulation 
-    Young people reported having to deal with differences between the expectations of 

their parents or communities and those of their peers and the wider ‘Irish’ community. 

-     The young people had less freedom in making choices about aspects of their lives, in 

particular with regard to socialising, than their peers from the majority community. 

Restrictions on young people’s autonomy related to particular cultural understandings 

of childhood and gender. They were also partly attributable to parental fears for their 

children’s safety in a context of significant levels of societal racism. 

-     Young Muslim women faced disapproval by some members of the Muslim community 

for their involvement in activities such as football or for their use of social media sites. 

-    There was evidence of a diversity of perspectives on such matters within the Muslim 

community. 

-   Adult respondents from the Muslim community expressed a wish that their young 

people had as many opportunities for social interaction and personal development as 

possible, as long as certain elements of Muslim culture, such as the need for 

gender-specific groups, were respected.

•    Religious Beliefs and Observance 

-    Religious faith and community were key sources of support and strength in young 

people’s lives.

-    Young people are located at the intersection of different value systems and their 

religious backgrounds played a key role in this. 

-     Negotiating these different value systems created tensions and pressures in young 

people’s lives. 

-       Religious observance had implications for young people’s participation in youth work. 

Some Muslim parents and community leaders may fear that participation in some 

youth activities may dilute or detract from the young people’s understanding and 

practice of Islam.

-      This was not regarded as an insurmountable barrier. With the support of CCRYS one 

Muslim leader had introduced structured youth activities in her mosque. 

•    Leadership and Civic/Political Participation 
-      Some of the young people wished to be involved in issue-based work affecting 

migrant young people but also young people more generally.

 

•    Racism and Exclusion 
-      All the young people had direct experiences of racism and exclusion. 

-      This took the form of ignorance, misinformation or generalisations about their countries 

or origin, their religions or their cultures. 

-      It also took the form of exclusion by classmates and bullying at school. 

-      The highly gendered nature of racism was noted. Some of the young African women 

experienced men propositioning them in public under the assumption that they were 

sex workers. 

-      The painful effects of racism on social media and of perceptions of migrants as ‘gold 

diggers’ were also discussed. 

-      The threat to young people’s safety due to the risk of racist assaults emerged.

-      The implications of this for young people’s participation in youth work were noted.

-      The constraints on young Muslims freedom arising from the climate created by macro 

social policy such as the ‘Preventing Violent Extremism’ in the UK was mentioned. 

-     Young people use a variety of strategies for coping with racism, including humour, 

complaints to teachers and self-exclusion from ‘white’ spaces.

2.   The Role of Youth Work

The implications for youth work of each of the findings in the previous section are:

 

Migration, Identity and Belonging
-      Youth work could provide a space for young people to make sense of issues relating 

to their personal and social identity in order to strengthen their sense of belonging and 

wellbeing. 

-      Youth workers may need to walk a fine line between offering support to young people 

and singling them out. This work may need to happen in gender- or identity-specific 

groups. 

•   Parental and Community Regulation 
-    Youth work may have a role in supporting young people to process the sometimes 

conflicting expectations which they may face. 

•    Religious Beliefs and Observance
-    Youth workers need to increase their religious literacy in order to understand and 

accommodate the needs of young people from observant families.

-      Youth work may have a role in supporting young people to discuss and debate differ-

ent worldviews in a safe and respectful environment. 

-      Youth workers must find ways of accommodating greater parental involvement in deci-

sions regarding their young people’s activities than has been the norm within youth 

work. 

-      Acknowledging and accommodating parental involvement in decisions does not mean 

buying into stereotypes of young women from ethnic minorities as being passive or 

without a voice. 

-      In order to widen the participation of young Muslim women in youth work, gender-spe-

cific groups will have to be provided. This does not represent a new practice within 

youth work. 

•    Leadership and Civic/Political Participation 
-      Youth work is centrally concerned with enabling young people’s voice. It is well located 

to support leadership and, where necessary, self-organisation among young people 

from ethnic minorities. 

•    Racism and Exclusion 
-    A meaningful youth work relationship can validate young people’s experiences of 

racism and support them to process its painful effects. 

-     While there is no panacea for addressing racist attitudes, critical conversations with 

young people and creative, youth-centred activities which enable cross-community 

interaction can help to challenge racism and exclusion. 

-      Such processes may depend on youth organisations building greater fluency around 

racism and diversity issues. 

-     Where young migrants cannot attend youth services due to fears of racism and person-

al safety or due to processes of ‘self-exclusion’, there is an imperative that alternative 

spaces for flexible, youth-centred support are identified and resourced.

 

Barriers to Accessing Youth Work 
The research also noted barriers to young people’s inclusion in youth work which were 

linked to how youth work is often structured and resourced.  

-      The geographical boundaries of youth organisations’ particular catchment areas may 

exclude those young people who congregate in spaces outside the areas in which 

they reside.

-      Traditional forms of outreach used by youth workers may inadvertently exclude some 

young people from ethnic minority communities. 

-      Youth work which is heavily focused on young people deemed ‘at risk’ of involvement 

in crime or addiction may not meet the current needs of many ethnic minority young 

people. 

The Potential of Youth Work
The research highlighted the relevance of youth work and the potential it offers for 

supporting young people from ethnic minorities:

-      Young people’s participation in homework clubs and in general mainstream youth 

work within some youth services were noted.

-      Through the use of youth-centred, creative methodologies.

-     The general openness of youth workers to fostering greater inclusion also emerged. 

3.   CCRYS Intercultural Youth Project: What Can We Learn?

•    CCYRS Intercultural Youth Project: What Worked Well? 
-     Its willingness and capacity to do youth work in ‘non-traditional’ youth work spaces 

such as a mosque.

-      Its outreach work and its success in building up trust with minority ethnic community 

parents and leaders.

-      The provision of direct support to local youth services. 

-     Brokering and building relationships between youth services, migrant organisations 

and members of ethnic minority communities.

•    CCYRS Intercultural Youth Project: What Were the Challenges? 
-    Lack of resources, funding cuts and continuity of engagement with local youth 

services. 

Conclusion 
-      The research confirms the continued relevance of previous strategies for intercultural 

youth work, in particular their emphasis on the fact that an ‘open door’ policy is not 

sufficient to support the participation of many young people from ethnic minority com-

munities. 

-      Additional issues such as the young people’s complex sense of personal and social 

identity, religious/cultural values systems and parental expectations are also 

emerged. Knowledge of these issues among youth workers can support the develop-

ment of inclusive and effective youth work practice with young people from ethnic 

minorities. 

-      Having a specific project or worker dedicated to intercultural work can be hugely 

beneficial. 

Recommendations
Youth organisations/workers should:

-      Acknowledge that the inclusion of young people from ethnic minorities needs to be a 

conscious and purposive part of youth work;

-     Recognise that young people from ethnic minorities often balance a complex set of 

demands and  may need support in coping with the sometimes competing expecta-

tions on them; 

-     Support young people to feel a sense of belonging and to navigate their complex 

personal and social identities; 

-      Support young people to explore the differing value systems in which they are located; 

-      Validate young people’s experiences of racism, support young people to process its 

painful effects but also provide a framework for young people to understand and chal-

lenge racism safely;

-   Build fluency around racism and diversity in order that organisations are better 

equipped to support minority inclusion in youth work;

-      Foster critical conversations on the theme of racism with all their young people to help 

to address racist attitudes;

-      Where necessary, support young people at risk of racist abuse to travel safely to their 

projects;

-      Re-examine a traditional preference for starting work with young people from minority 

ethnic communities in integrated youth work spaces; instead youth work responses 

should be led by what the young people want and need to feel safe and included. This 

may mean establishing single-identity/gender-specific groups;

-      Develop greater religious literacy;

-      Work to diversify their staff and volunteer base; 

-      Develop relationships of trust with parents and leaders from ethnic minority communi-

ties; 

-     Where appropriate, recognise and support young people to self-organise and take 

action on issues which concern them;

-       Recognise that young people may feel uncomfortable with activities which single them 

out on the basis of their migrant/ethnic minority status or which require them to be 

‘representative’ of a particular country or culture;
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-      Evaluate the efficacy of their outreach strategies to ensure that ethnic minority young 

people are not being inadvertently excluded;

-      Examine norms and cultural practices within their organisations and evaluate whether 

these may be difficult for young people from ethnic minority communities to navigate.

Youth organisations and funders should:

-      Acknowledge that funding cuts to youth work can lead to ‘fire-fighting’ and reduce the 

capacity for furthering inclusive practice;

-      Recognise the efficacy of a dedicated project or worker in supporting youth work with 

young people from ethnic minorities and allocate resources accordingly; 

-     Explore ways of replicating or adapting the model spearheaded by CCRYS on a 

regional basis and in a manner which suits local needs.  

 



This report documents the perspectives of young people, youth workers and community 

leaders in relation to the current and potential role of youth work in the lives of young 

people from ethnic minority communities. It is based on small-scale, exploratory, qualita-

tive research whose principal aims were:

•    To identify some of the issues facing young people from ethnic minority communities, 

in particular first and second generation migrant young people, and to explore the 

relevance of these for youth work;

•    To examine the lessons that can be learnt from a community-based project dedicated 

to promoting the inclusion of ethnic minority young people in youth work.  

Methods
The research took place between January and June 2015 using two principal methods — 

in-depth semi-structured interviews and focus groups. The interviewees were:

•    Two workers with the Canal Communities Regional Youth Services intercultural youth 

project;

•    Two youth workers with youth projects in the Canal Communities area;

•    A parent of Muslim young people with whom the CCRYS project had worked.

There were three focus groups involving:

•    Leaders from minority ethnic communities and an Irish participant from a faith-based 

organisation, each of whom worked with young people from ethnic minorities;

•    Eight young women between the ages of 20 and 24 years who had migrated to Ireland 

from a range of African countries;

•    Five young Muslim women aged between 10 and 15, four of whom were born in Ireland 

and one of whom migrated to Ireland as a baby.

For reasons of access and because of limitations of time and resources, our sample of 

young people was exclusively female. The research does not include the perspectives of 

young people from many other migrant communities living in Ireland, such as those from 

Eastern and Central Europe or Latin America.

Key Findings
1.   Issues Experienced by Young People from Ethnic Minority Communities

•    Migration, Identity and Belonging
-    Young people, particularly those who were born in Ireland or who arrived here as 

children, may feel an affinity with more than one national or cultural identity. 

-    Some of these young people can face difficulties in navigating and expressing the 

different aspects of their ethnic and cultural identities. 

-    Many young people do not identify with their ‘country of origin’ as strongly as their 

parents or older siblings. 

-      They may face pressure to keep aspects of their parents’ culture. Conversely, others 

may face pressure from their parents to take on aspects of the dominant culture.

-      Young people can also feel uncomfortable with particular labels or with approaches 

by schools or youth clubs which make them feel different at a time when they wish to 

blend in with their peers. 

-     Paradoxically, the need for a space for young people to process those very factors 

which render them different was also identified.  

•    Parental and Community Regulation 
-    Young people reported having to deal with differences between the expectations of 

their parents or communities and those of their peers and the wider ‘Irish’ community. 

-     The young people had less freedom in making choices about aspects of their lives, in 

particular with regard to socialising, than their peers from the majority community. 

Restrictions on young people’s autonomy related to particular cultural understandings 

of childhood and gender. They were also partly attributable to parental fears for their 

children’s safety in a context of significant levels of societal racism. 

-     Young Muslim women faced disapproval by some members of the Muslim community 

for their involvement in activities such as football or for their use of social media sites. 

-    There was evidence of a diversity of perspectives on such matters within the Muslim 

community. 

-   Adult respondents from the Muslim community expressed a wish that their young 

people had as many opportunities for social interaction and personal development as 

possible, as long as certain elements of Muslim culture, such as the need for 

gender-specific groups, were respected.

•    Religious Beliefs and Observance 

-    Religious faith and community were key sources of support and strength in young 

people’s lives.

-    Young people are located at the intersection of different value systems and their 

religious backgrounds played a key role in this. 

-     Negotiating these different value systems created tensions and pressures in young 

people’s lives. 

-       Religious observance had implications for young people’s participation in youth work. 

Some Muslim parents and community leaders may fear that participation in some 

youth activities may dilute or detract from the young people’s understanding and 

practice of Islam.

-      This was not regarded as an insurmountable barrier. With the support of CCRYS one 

Muslim leader had introduced structured youth activities in her mosque. 

•    Leadership and Civic/Political Participation 
-      Some of the young people wished to be involved in issue-based work affecting 

migrant young people but also young people more generally.

 

•    Racism and Exclusion 
-      All the young people had direct experiences of racism and exclusion. 

-      This took the form of ignorance, misinformation or generalisations about their countries 

or origin, their religions or their cultures. 

-      It also took the form of exclusion by classmates and bullying at school. 

-      The highly gendered nature of racism was noted. Some of the young African women 

experienced men propositioning them in public under the assumption that they were 

sex workers. 

-      The painful effects of racism on social media and of perceptions of migrants as ‘gold 

diggers’ were also discussed. 

-      The threat to young people’s safety due to the risk of racist assaults emerged.

-      The implications of this for young people’s participation in youth work were noted.

-      The constraints on young Muslims freedom arising from the climate created by macro 

social policy such as the ‘Preventing Violent Extremism’ in the UK was mentioned. 

-     Young people use a variety of strategies for coping with racism, including humour, 

complaints to teachers and self-exclusion from ‘white’ spaces.

2.   The Role of Youth Work

The implications for youth work of each of the findings in the previous section are:

 

Migration, Identity and Belonging
-      Youth work could provide a space for young people to make sense of issues relating 

to their personal and social identity in order to strengthen their sense of belonging and 

wellbeing. 

-      Youth workers may need to walk a fine line between offering support to young people 

and singling them out. This work may need to happen in gender- or identity-specific 

groups. 

•   Parental and Community Regulation 
-    Youth work may have a role in supporting young people to process the sometimes 

conflicting expectations which they may face. 

•    Religious Beliefs and Observance
-    Youth workers need to increase their religious literacy in order to understand and 

accommodate the needs of young people from observant families.

-      Youth work may have a role in supporting young people to discuss and debate differ-

ent worldviews in a safe and respectful environment. 

-      Youth workers must find ways of accommodating greater parental involvement in deci-

sions regarding their young people’s activities than has been the norm within youth 

work. 

-      Acknowledging and accommodating parental involvement in decisions does not mean 

buying into stereotypes of young women from ethnic minorities as being passive or 

without a voice. 

-      In order to widen the participation of young Muslim women in youth work, gender-spe-

cific groups will have to be provided. This does not represent a new practice within 

youth work. 

•    Leadership and Civic/Political Participation 
-      Youth work is centrally concerned with enabling young people’s voice. It is well located 

to support leadership and, where necessary, self-organisation among young people 

from ethnic minorities. 

•    Racism and Exclusion 
-    A meaningful youth work relationship can validate young people’s experiences of 

racism and support them to process its painful effects. 

-     While there is no panacea for addressing racist attitudes, critical conversations with 

young people and creative, youth-centred activities which enable cross-community 

interaction can help to challenge racism and exclusion. 

-      Such processes may depend on youth organisations building greater fluency around 

racism and diversity issues. 

-     Where young migrants cannot attend youth services due to fears of racism and person-

al safety or due to processes of ‘self-exclusion’, there is an imperative that alternative 

spaces for flexible, youth-centred support are identified and resourced.

 

Barriers to Accessing Youth Work 
The research also noted barriers to young people’s inclusion in youth work which were 

linked to how youth work is often structured and resourced.  

-      The geographical boundaries of youth organisations’ particular catchment areas may 

exclude those young people who congregate in spaces outside the areas in which 

they reside.

-      Traditional forms of outreach used by youth workers may inadvertently exclude some 

young people from ethnic minority communities. 

-      Youth work which is heavily focused on young people deemed ‘at risk’ of involvement 

in crime or addiction may not meet the current needs of many ethnic minority young 

people. 

The Potential of Youth Work
The research highlighted the relevance of youth work and the potential it offers for 

supporting young people from ethnic minorities:

-      Young people’s participation in homework clubs and in general mainstream youth 

work within some youth services were noted.

-      Through the use of youth-centred, creative methodologies.

-     The general openness of youth workers to fostering greater inclusion also emerged. 

3.   CCRYS Intercultural Youth Project: What Can We Learn?

•    CCYRS Intercultural Youth Project: What Worked Well? 
-     Its willingness and capacity to do youth work in ‘non-traditional’ youth work spaces 

such as a mosque.

-      Its outreach work and its success in building up trust with minority ethnic community 

parents and leaders.

-      The provision of direct support to local youth services. 

-     Brokering and building relationships between youth services, migrant organisations 

and members of ethnic minority communities.

•    CCYRS Intercultural Youth Project: What Were the Challenges? 
-    Lack of resources, funding cuts and continuity of engagement with local youth 

services. 

Conclusion 
-      The research confirms the continued relevance of previous strategies for intercultural 

youth work, in particular their emphasis on the fact that an ‘open door’ policy is not 

sufficient to support the participation of many young people from ethnic minority com-

munities. 

-      Additional issues such as the young people’s complex sense of personal and social 

identity, religious/cultural values systems and parental expectations are also 

emerged. Knowledge of these issues among youth workers can support the develop-

ment of inclusive and effective youth work practice with young people from ethnic 

minorities. 

-      Having a specific project or worker dedicated to intercultural work can be hugely 

beneficial. 

Recommendations
Youth organisations/workers should:

-      Acknowledge that the inclusion of young people from ethnic minorities needs to be a 

conscious and purposive part of youth work;

-     Recognise that young people from ethnic minorities often balance a complex set of 

demands and  may need support in coping with the sometimes competing expecta-

tions on them; 

-     Support young people to feel a sense of belonging and to navigate their complex 

personal and social identities; 

-      Support young people to explore the differing value systems in which they are located; 

-      Validate young people’s experiences of racism, support young people to process its 

painful effects but also provide a framework for young people to understand and chal-

lenge racism safely;

-   Build fluency around racism and diversity in order that organisations are better 

equipped to support minority inclusion in youth work;

-      Foster critical conversations on the theme of racism with all their young people to help 

to address racist attitudes;

-      Where necessary, support young people at risk of racist abuse to travel safely to their 

projects;

-      Re-examine a traditional preference for starting work with young people from minority 

ethnic communities in integrated youth work spaces; instead youth work responses 

should be led by what the young people want and need to feel safe and included. This 

may mean establishing single-identity/gender-specific groups;

-      Develop greater religious literacy;

-      Work to diversify their staff and volunteer base; 

-      Develop relationships of trust with parents and leaders from ethnic minority communi-

ties; 

-     Where appropriate, recognise and support young people to self-organise and take 

action on issues which concern them;

-       Recognise that young people may feel uncomfortable with activities which single them 

out on the basis of their migrant/ethnic minority status or which require them to be 

‘representative’ of a particular country or culture;
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-      Evaluate the efficacy of their outreach strategies to ensure that ethnic minority young 

people are not being inadvertently excluded;

-      Examine norms and cultural practices within their organisations and evaluate whether 

these may be difficult for young people from ethnic minority communities to navigate.

Youth organisations and funders should:

-      Acknowledge that funding cuts to youth work can lead to ‘fire-fighting’ and reduce the 

capacity for furthering inclusive practice;

-      Recognise the efficacy of a dedicated project or worker in supporting youth work with 

young people from ethnic minorities and allocate resources accordingly; 

-     Explore ways of replicating or adapting the model spearheaded by CCRYS on a 

regional basis and in a manner which suits local needs.  

 



This report documents the perspectives of young people, youth workers and community 

leaders in relation to the current and potential role of youth work in the lives of young 

people from ethnic minority communities. It is based on small-scale, exploratory, qualita-

tive research whose principal aims were:

•    To identify some of the issues facing young people from ethnic minority communities, 

in particular first and second generation migrant young people, and to explore the 

relevance of these for youth work;

•    To examine the lessons that can be learnt from a community-based project dedicated 

to promoting the inclusion of ethnic minority young people in youth work.  

Methods
The research took place between January and June 2015 using two principal methods — 

in-depth semi-structured interviews and focus groups. The interviewees were:

•    Two workers with the Canal Communities Regional Youth Services intercultural youth 

project;

•    Two youth workers with youth projects in the Canal Communities area;

•    A parent of Muslim young people with whom the CCRYS project had worked.

There were three focus groups involving:

•    Leaders from minority ethnic communities and an Irish participant from a faith-based 

organisation, each of whom worked with young people from ethnic minorities;

•    Eight young women between the ages of 20 and 24 years who had migrated to Ireland 

from a range of African countries;

•    Five young Muslim women aged between 10 and 15, four of whom were born in Ireland 

and one of whom migrated to Ireland as a baby.

For reasons of access and because of limitations of time and resources, our sample of 

young people was exclusively female. The research does not include the perspectives of 

young people from many other migrant communities living in Ireland, such as those from 

Eastern and Central Europe or Latin America.

Key Findings
1.   Issues Experienced by Young People from Ethnic Minority Communities

•    Migration, Identity and Belonging
-    Young people, particularly those who were born in Ireland or who arrived here as 

children, may feel an affinity with more than one national or cultural identity. 

-    Some of these young people can face difficulties in navigating and expressing the 

different aspects of their ethnic and cultural identities. 

-    Many young people do not identify with their ‘country of origin’ as strongly as their 

parents or older siblings. 

-      They may face pressure to keep aspects of their parents’ culture. Conversely, others 

may face pressure from their parents to take on aspects of the dominant culture.

-      Young people can also feel uncomfortable with particular labels or with approaches 

by schools or youth clubs which make them feel different at a time when they wish to 

blend in with their peers. 

-     Paradoxically, the need for a space for young people to process those very factors 

which render them different was also identified.  

•    Parental and Community Regulation 
-    Young people reported having to deal with differences between the expectations of 

their parents or communities and those of their peers and the wider ‘Irish’ community. 

-     The young people had less freedom in making choices about aspects of their lives, in 

particular with regard to socialising, than their peers from the majority community. 

Restrictions on young people’s autonomy related to particular cultural understandings 

of childhood and gender. They were also partly attributable to parental fears for their 

children’s safety in a context of significant levels of societal racism. 

-     Young Muslim women faced disapproval by some members of the Muslim community 

for their involvement in activities such as football or for their use of social media sites. 

-    There was evidence of a diversity of perspectives on such matters within the Muslim 

community. 

-   Adult respondents from the Muslim community expressed a wish that their young 

people had as many opportunities for social interaction and personal development as 

possible, as long as certain elements of Muslim culture, such as the need for 

gender-specific groups, were respected.

•    Religious Beliefs and Observance 

-    Religious faith and community were key sources of support and strength in young 

people’s lives.

-    Young people are located at the intersection of different value systems and their 

religious backgrounds played a key role in this. 

-     Negotiating these different value systems created tensions and pressures in young 

people’s lives. 

-       Religious observance had implications for young people’s participation in youth work. 

Some Muslim parents and community leaders may fear that participation in some 

youth activities may dilute or detract from the young people’s understanding and 

practice of Islam.

-      This was not regarded as an insurmountable barrier. With the support of CCRYS one 

Muslim leader had introduced structured youth activities in her mosque. 

•    Leadership and Civic/Political Participation 
-      Some of the young people wished to be involved in issue-based work affecting 

migrant young people but also young people more generally.

 

•    Racism and Exclusion 
-      All the young people had direct experiences of racism and exclusion. 

-      This took the form of ignorance, misinformation or generalisations about their countries 

or origin, their religions or their cultures. 

-      It also took the form of exclusion by classmates and bullying at school. 

-      The highly gendered nature of racism was noted. Some of the young African women 

experienced men propositioning them in public under the assumption that they were 

sex workers. 

-      The painful effects of racism on social media and of perceptions of migrants as ‘gold 

diggers’ were also discussed. 

-      The threat to young people’s safety due to the risk of racist assaults emerged.

-      The implications of this for young people’s participation in youth work were noted.

-      The constraints on young Muslims freedom arising from the climate created by macro 

social policy such as the ‘Preventing Violent Extremism’ in the UK was mentioned. 

-     Young people use a variety of strategies for coping with racism, including humour, 

complaints to teachers and self-exclusion from ‘white’ spaces.

2.   The Role of Youth Work

The implications for youth work of each of the findings in the previous section are:

 

Migration, Identity and Belonging
-      Youth work could provide a space for young people to make sense of issues relating 

to their personal and social identity in order to strengthen their sense of belonging and 

wellbeing. 

-      Youth workers may need to walk a fine line between offering support to young people 

and singling them out. This work may need to happen in gender- or identity-specific 

groups. 

•   Parental and Community Regulation 
-    Youth work may have a role in supporting young people to process the sometimes 

conflicting expectations which they may face. 

•    Religious Beliefs and Observance
-    Youth workers need to increase their religious literacy in order to understand and 

accommodate the needs of young people from observant families.

-      Youth work may have a role in supporting young people to discuss and debate differ-

ent worldviews in a safe and respectful environment. 

-      Youth workers must find ways of accommodating greater parental involvement in deci-

sions regarding their young people’s activities than has been the norm within youth 

work. 

-      Acknowledging and accommodating parental involvement in decisions does not mean 

buying into stereotypes of young women from ethnic minorities as being passive or 

without a voice. 

-      In order to widen the participation of young Muslim women in youth work, gender-spe-

cific groups will have to be provided. This does not represent a new practice within 

youth work. 

•    Leadership and Civic/Political Participation 
-      Youth work is centrally concerned with enabling young people’s voice. It is well located 

to support leadership and, where necessary, self-organisation among young people 

from ethnic minorities. 

•    Racism and Exclusion 
-    A meaningful youth work relationship can validate young people’s experiences of 

racism and support them to process its painful effects. 

-     While there is no panacea for addressing racist attitudes, critical conversations with 

young people and creative, youth-centred activities which enable cross-community 

interaction can help to challenge racism and exclusion. 

-      Such processes may depend on youth organisations building greater fluency around 

racism and diversity issues. 

-     Where young migrants cannot attend youth services due to fears of racism and person-

al safety or due to processes of ‘self-exclusion’, there is an imperative that alternative 

spaces for flexible, youth-centred support are identified and resourced.

 

Barriers to Accessing Youth Work 
The research also noted barriers to young people’s inclusion in youth work which were 

linked to how youth work is often structured and resourced.  

-      The geographical boundaries of youth organisations’ particular catchment areas may 

exclude those young people who congregate in spaces outside the areas in which 

they reside.

-      Traditional forms of outreach used by youth workers may inadvertently exclude some 

young people from ethnic minority communities. 

-      Youth work which is heavily focused on young people deemed ‘at risk’ of involvement 

in crime or addiction may not meet the current needs of many ethnic minority young 

people. 

The Potential of Youth Work
The research highlighted the relevance of youth work and the potential it offers for 

supporting young people from ethnic minorities:

-      Young people’s participation in homework clubs and in general mainstream youth 

work within some youth services were noted.

-      Through the use of youth-centred, creative methodologies.

-     The general openness of youth workers to fostering greater inclusion also emerged. 

3.   CCRYS Intercultural Youth Project: What Can We Learn?

•    CCYRS Intercultural Youth Project: What Worked Well? 
-     Its willingness and capacity to do youth work in ‘non-traditional’ youth work spaces 

such as a mosque.

-      Its outreach work and its success in building up trust with minority ethnic community 

parents and leaders.

-      The provision of direct support to local youth services. 

-     Brokering and building relationships between youth services, migrant organisations 

and members of ethnic minority communities.

•    CCYRS Intercultural Youth Project: What Were the Challenges? 
-    Lack of resources, funding cuts and continuity of engagement with local youth 

services. 

Conclusion 
-      The research confirms the continued relevance of previous strategies for intercultural 

youth work, in particular their emphasis on the fact that an ‘open door’ policy is not 

sufficient to support the participation of many young people from ethnic minority com-

munities. 

-      Additional issues such as the young people’s complex sense of personal and social 

identity, religious/cultural values systems and parental expectations are also 

emerged. Knowledge of these issues among youth workers can support the develop-

ment of inclusive and effective youth work practice with young people from ethnic 

minorities. 

-      Having a specific project or worker dedicated to intercultural work can be hugely 

beneficial. 

Recommendations
Youth organisations/workers should:

-      Acknowledge that the inclusion of young people from ethnic minorities needs to be a 

conscious and purposive part of youth work;

-     Recognise that young people from ethnic minorities often balance a complex set of 

demands and  may need support in coping with the sometimes competing expecta-

tions on them; 

-     Support young people to feel a sense of belonging and to navigate their complex 

personal and social identities; 

-      Support young people to explore the differing value systems in which they are located; 

-      Validate young people’s experiences of racism, support young people to process its 

painful effects but also provide a framework for young people to understand and chal-

lenge racism safely;

-   Build fluency around racism and diversity in order that organisations are better 

equipped to support minority inclusion in youth work;

-      Foster critical conversations on the theme of racism with all their young people to help 

to address racist attitudes;

-      Where necessary, support young people at risk of racist abuse to travel safely to their 

projects;

-      Re-examine a traditional preference for starting work with young people from minority 

ethnic communities in integrated youth work spaces; instead youth work responses 

should be led by what the young people want and need to feel safe and included. This 

may mean establishing single-identity/gender-specific groups;

-      Develop greater religious literacy;

-      Work to diversify their staff and volunteer base; 

-      Develop relationships of trust with parents and leaders from ethnic minority communi-

ties; 

-     Where appropriate, recognise and support young people to self-organise and take 

action on issues which concern them;

-       Recognise that young people may feel uncomfortable with activities which single them 

out on the basis of their migrant/ethnic minority status or which require them to be 

‘representative’ of a particular country or culture;
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-      Evaluate the efficacy of their outreach strategies to ensure that ethnic minority young 

people are not being inadvertently excluded;

-      Examine norms and cultural practices within their organisations and evaluate whether 

these may be difficult for young people from ethnic minority communities to navigate.

Youth organisations and funders should:

-      Acknowledge that funding cuts to youth work can lead to ‘fire-fighting’ and reduce the 

capacity for furthering inclusive practice;

-      Recognise the efficacy of a dedicated project or worker in supporting youth work with 

young people from ethnic minorities and allocate resources accordingly; 

-     Explore ways of replicating or adapting the model spearheaded by CCRYS on a 

regional basis and in a manner which suits local needs.  

 



This report documents the perspectives of young people, youth workers and community 

leaders in relation to the current and potential role of youth work in the lives of young 

people from ethnic minority communities. It is based on small-scale, exploratory, qualita-

tive research whose principal aims were:

•    To identify some of the issues facing young people from ethnic minority communities, 

in particular first and second generation migrant young people, and to explore the 

relevance of these for youth work;

•    To examine the lessons that can be learnt from a community-based project dedicated 

to promoting the inclusion of ethnic minority young people in youth work.  

Methods
The research took place between January and June 2015 using two principal methods — 

in-depth semi-structured interviews and focus groups. The interviewees were:

•    Two workers with the Canal Communities Regional Youth Services intercultural youth 

project;

•    Two youth workers with youth projects in the Canal Communities area;

•    A parent of Muslim young people with whom the CCRYS project had worked.

There were three focus groups involving:

•    Leaders from minority ethnic communities and an Irish participant from a faith-based 

organisation, each of whom worked with young people from ethnic minorities;

•    Eight young women between the ages of 20 and 24 years who had migrated to Ireland 

from a range of African countries;

•    Five young Muslim women aged between 10 and 15, four of whom were born in Ireland 

and one of whom migrated to Ireland as a baby.

For reasons of access and because of limitations of time and resources, our sample of 

young people was exclusively female. The research does not include the perspectives of 

young people from many other migrant communities living in Ireland, such as those from 

Eastern and Central Europe or Latin America.

Key Findings
1.   Issues Experienced by Young People from Ethnic Minority Communities

•    Migration, Identity and Belonging
-    Young people, particularly those who were born in Ireland or who arrived here as 

children, may feel an affinity with more than one national or cultural identity. 

-    Some of these young people can face difficulties in navigating and expressing the 

different aspects of their ethnic and cultural identities. 

-    Many young people do not identify with their ‘country of origin’ as strongly as their 

parents or older siblings. 

-      They may face pressure to keep aspects of their parents’ culture. Conversely, others 

may face pressure from their parents to take on aspects of the dominant culture.

-      Young people can also feel uncomfortable with particular labels or with approaches 

by schools or youth clubs which make them feel different at a time when they wish to 

blend in with their peers. 

-     Paradoxically, the need for a space for young people to process those very factors 

which render them different was also identified.  

•    Parental and Community Regulation 
-    Young people reported having to deal with differences between the expectations of 

their parents or communities and those of their peers and the wider ‘Irish’ community. 

-     The young people had less freedom in making choices about aspects of their lives, in 

particular with regard to socialising, than their peers from the majority community. 

Restrictions on young people’s autonomy related to particular cultural understandings 

of childhood and gender. They were also partly attributable to parental fears for their 

children’s safety in a context of significant levels of societal racism. 

-     Young Muslim women faced disapproval by some members of the Muslim community 

for their involvement in activities such as football or for their use of social media sites. 

-    There was evidence of a diversity of perspectives on such matters within the Muslim 

community. 

-   Adult respondents from the Muslim community expressed a wish that their young 

people had as many opportunities for social interaction and personal development as 

possible, as long as certain elements of Muslim culture, such as the need for 

gender-specific groups, were respected.

•    Religious Beliefs and Observance 

-    Religious faith and community were key sources of support and strength in young 

people’s lives.

-    Young people are located at the intersection of different value systems and their 

religious backgrounds played a key role in this. 

-     Negotiating these different value systems created tensions and pressures in young 

people’s lives. 

-       Religious observance had implications for young people’s participation in youth work. 

Some Muslim parents and community leaders may fear that participation in some 

youth activities may dilute or detract from the young people’s understanding and 

practice of Islam.

-      This was not regarded as an insurmountable barrier. With the support of CCRYS one 

Muslim leader had introduced structured youth activities in her mosque. 

•    Leadership and Civic/Political Participation 
-      Some of the young people wished to be involved in issue-based work affecting 

migrant young people but also young people more generally.

 

•    Racism and Exclusion 
-      All the young people had direct experiences of racism and exclusion. 

-      This took the form of ignorance, misinformation or generalisations about their countries 

or origin, their religions or their cultures. 

-      It also took the form of exclusion by classmates and bullying at school. 

-      The highly gendered nature of racism was noted. Some of the young African women 

experienced men propositioning them in public under the assumption that they were 

sex workers. 

-      The painful effects of racism on social media and of perceptions of migrants as ‘gold 

diggers’ were also discussed. 

-      The threat to young people’s safety due to the risk of racist assaults emerged.

-      The implications of this for young people’s participation in youth work were noted.

-      The constraints on young Muslims freedom arising from the climate created by macro 

social policy such as the ‘Preventing Violent Extremism’ in the UK was mentioned. 

-     Young people use a variety of strategies for coping with racism, including humour, 

complaints to teachers and self-exclusion from ‘white’ spaces.

2.   The Role of Youth Work

The implications for youth work of each of the findings in the previous section are:

 

Migration, Identity and Belonging
-      Youth work could provide a space for young people to make sense of issues relating 

to their personal and social identity in order to strengthen their sense of belonging and 

wellbeing. 

-      Youth workers may need to walk a fine line between offering support to young people 

and singling them out. This work may need to happen in gender- or identity-specific 

groups. 

•   Parental and Community Regulation 
-    Youth work may have a role in supporting young people to process the sometimes 

conflicting expectations which they may face. 

•    Religious Beliefs and Observance
-    Youth workers need to increase their religious literacy in order to understand and 

accommodate the needs of young people from observant families.

-      Youth work may have a role in supporting young people to discuss and debate differ-

ent worldviews in a safe and respectful environment. 

-      Youth workers must find ways of accommodating greater parental involvement in deci-

sions regarding their young people’s activities than has been the norm within youth 

work. 

-      Acknowledging and accommodating parental involvement in decisions does not mean 

buying into stereotypes of young women from ethnic minorities as being passive or 

without a voice. 

-      In order to widen the participation of young Muslim women in youth work, gender-spe-

cific groups will have to be provided. This does not represent a new practice within 

youth work. 

•    Leadership and Civic/Political Participation 
-      Youth work is centrally concerned with enabling young people’s voice. It is well located 

to support leadership and, where necessary, self-organisation among young people 

from ethnic minorities. 

•    Racism and Exclusion 
-    A meaningful youth work relationship can validate young people’s experiences of 

racism and support them to process its painful effects. 

-     While there is no panacea for addressing racist attitudes, critical conversations with 

young people and creative, youth-centred activities which enable cross-community 

interaction can help to challenge racism and exclusion. 

-      Such processes may depend on youth organisations building greater fluency around 

racism and diversity issues. 

-     Where young migrants cannot attend youth services due to fears of racism and person-

al safety or due to processes of ‘self-exclusion’, there is an imperative that alternative 

spaces for flexible, youth-centred support are identified and resourced.

 

Barriers to Accessing Youth Work 
The research also noted barriers to young people’s inclusion in youth work which were 

linked to how youth work is often structured and resourced.  

-      The geographical boundaries of youth organisations’ particular catchment areas may 

exclude those young people who congregate in spaces outside the areas in which 

they reside.

-      Traditional forms of outreach used by youth workers may inadvertently exclude some 

young people from ethnic minority communities. 

-      Youth work which is heavily focused on young people deemed ‘at risk’ of involvement 

in crime or addiction may not meet the current needs of many ethnic minority young 

people. 

The Potential of Youth Work
The research highlighted the relevance of youth work and the potential it offers for 

supporting young people from ethnic minorities:

-      Young people’s participation in homework clubs and in general mainstream youth 

work within some youth services were noted.

-      Through the use of youth-centred, creative methodologies.

-     The general openness of youth workers to fostering greater inclusion also emerged. 

3.   CCRYS Intercultural Youth Project: What Can We Learn?

•    CCYRS Intercultural Youth Project: What Worked Well? 
-     Its willingness and capacity to do youth work in ‘non-traditional’ youth work spaces 

such as a mosque.

-      Its outreach work and its success in building up trust with minority ethnic community 

parents and leaders.

-      The provision of direct support to local youth services. 

-     Brokering and building relationships between youth services, migrant organisations 

and members of ethnic minority communities.

•    CCYRS Intercultural Youth Project: What Were the Challenges? 
-    Lack of resources, funding cuts and continuity of engagement with local youth 

services. 

Conclusion 
-      The research confirms the continued relevance of previous strategies for intercultural 

youth work, in particular their emphasis on the fact that an ‘open door’ policy is not 

sufficient to support the participation of many young people from ethnic minority com-

munities. 

-      Additional issues such as the young people’s complex sense of personal and social 

identity, religious/cultural values systems and parental expectations are also 

emerged. Knowledge of these issues among youth workers can support the develop-

ment of inclusive and effective youth work practice with young people from ethnic 

minorities. 

-      Having a specific project or worker dedicated to intercultural work can be hugely 

beneficial. 

Recommendations
Youth organisations/workers should:

-      Acknowledge that the inclusion of young people from ethnic minorities needs to be a 

conscious and purposive part of youth work;

-     Recognise that young people from ethnic minorities often balance a complex set of 

demands and  may need support in coping with the sometimes competing expecta-

tions on them; 

-     Support young people to feel a sense of belonging and to navigate their complex 

personal and social identities; 

-      Support young people to explore the differing value systems in which they are located; 

-      Validate young people’s experiences of racism, support young people to process its 

painful effects but also provide a framework for young people to understand and chal-

lenge racism safely;

-   Build fluency around racism and diversity in order that organisations are better 

equipped to support minority inclusion in youth work;

-      Foster critical conversations on the theme of racism with all their young people to help 

to address racist attitudes;

-      Where necessary, support young people at risk of racist abuse to travel safely to their 

projects;

-      Re-examine a traditional preference for starting work with young people from minority 

ethnic communities in integrated youth work spaces; instead youth work responses 

should be led by what the young people want and need to feel safe and included. This 

may mean establishing single-identity/gender-specific groups;

-      Develop greater religious literacy;

-      Work to diversify their staff and volunteer base; 

-      Develop relationships of trust with parents and leaders from ethnic minority communi-

ties; 

-     Where appropriate, recognise and support young people to self-organise and take 

action on issues which concern them;

-       Recognise that young people may feel uncomfortable with activities which single them 

out on the basis of their migrant/ethnic minority status or which require them to be 

‘representative’ of a particular country or culture;
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-      Evaluate the efficacy of their outreach strategies to ensure that ethnic minority young 

people are not being inadvertently excluded;

-      Examine norms and cultural practices within their organisations and evaluate whether 

these may be difficult for young people from ethnic minority communities to navigate.

Youth organisations and funders should:

-      Acknowledge that funding cuts to youth work can lead to ‘fire-fighting’ and reduce the 

capacity for furthering inclusive practice;

-      Recognise the efficacy of a dedicated project or worker in supporting youth work with 

young people from ethnic minorities and allocate resources accordingly; 

-     Explore ways of replicating or adapting the model spearheaded by CCRYS on a 

regional basis and in a manner which suits local needs.  

 



This report documents the perspectives of young people, youth workers and community 

leaders in relation to the current and potential role of youth work in the lives of young 

people from ethnic minority communities. It is based on small-scale, exploratory, qualita-

tive research whose principal aims were:

•    To identify some of the issues facing young people from ethnic minority communities, 

in particular first and second generation migrant young people, and to explore the 

relevance of these for youth work;

•    To examine the lessons that can be learnt from a community-based project dedicated 

to promoting the inclusion of ethnic minority young people in youth work.  

Methods
The research took place between January and June 2015 using two principal methods — 

in-depth semi-structured interviews and focus groups. The interviewees were:

•    Two workers with the Canal Communities Regional Youth Services intercultural youth 

project;

•    Two youth workers with youth projects in the Canal Communities area;

•    A parent of Muslim young people with whom the CCRYS project had worked.

There were three focus groups involving:

•    Leaders from minority ethnic communities and an Irish participant from a faith-based 

organisation, each of whom worked with young people from ethnic minorities;

•    Eight young women between the ages of 20 and 24 years who had migrated to Ireland 

from a range of African countries;

•    Five young Muslim women aged between 10 and 15, four of whom were born in Ireland 

and one of whom migrated to Ireland as a baby.

For reasons of access and because of limitations of time and resources, our sample of 

young people was exclusively female. The research does not include the perspectives of 

young people from many other migrant communities living in Ireland, such as those from 

Eastern and Central Europe or Latin America.

Key Findings
1.   Issues Experienced by Young People from Ethnic Minority Communities

•    Migration, Identity and Belonging
-    Young people, particularly those who were born in Ireland or who arrived here as 

children, may feel an affinity with more than one national or cultural identity. 

-    Some of these young people can face difficulties in navigating and expressing the 

different aspects of their ethnic and cultural identities. 

-    Many young people do not identify with their ‘country of origin’ as strongly as their 

parents or older siblings. 

-      They may face pressure to keep aspects of their parents’ culture. Conversely, others 

may face pressure from their parents to take on aspects of the dominant culture.

-      Young people can also feel uncomfortable with particular labels or with approaches 

by schools or youth clubs which make them feel different at a time when they wish to 

blend in with their peers. 

-     Paradoxically, the need for a space for young people to process those very factors 

which render them different was also identified.  

•    Parental and Community Regulation 
-    Young people reported having to deal with differences between the expectations of 

their parents or communities and those of their peers and the wider ‘Irish’ community. 

-     The young people had less freedom in making choices about aspects of their lives, in 

particular with regard to socialising, than their peers from the majority community. 

Restrictions on young people’s autonomy related to particular cultural understandings 

of childhood and gender. They were also partly attributable to parental fears for their 

children’s safety in a context of significant levels of societal racism. 

-     Young Muslim women faced disapproval by some members of the Muslim community 

for their involvement in activities such as football or for their use of social media sites. 

-    There was evidence of a diversity of perspectives on such matters within the Muslim 

community. 

-   Adult respondents from the Muslim community expressed a wish that their young 

people had as many opportunities for social interaction and personal development as 

possible, as long as certain elements of Muslim culture, such as the need for 

gender-specific groups, were respected.

•    Religious Beliefs and Observance 

-    Religious faith and community were key sources of support and strength in young 

people’s lives.

-    Young people are located at the intersection of different value systems and their 

religious backgrounds played a key role in this. 

-     Negotiating these different value systems created tensions and pressures in young 

people’s lives. 

-       Religious observance had implications for young people’s participation in youth work. 

Some Muslim parents and community leaders may fear that participation in some 

youth activities may dilute or detract from the young people’s understanding and 

practice of Islam.

-      This was not regarded as an insurmountable barrier. With the support of CCRYS one 

Muslim leader had introduced structured youth activities in her mosque. 

•    Leadership and Civic/Political Participation 
-      Some of the young people wished to be involved in issue-based work affecting 

migrant young people but also young people more generally.

 

•    Racism and Exclusion 
-      All the young people had direct experiences of racism and exclusion. 

-      This took the form of ignorance, misinformation or generalisations about their countries 

or origin, their religions or their cultures. 

-      It also took the form of exclusion by classmates and bullying at school. 

-      The highly gendered nature of racism was noted. Some of the young African women 

experienced men propositioning them in public under the assumption that they were 

sex workers. 

-      The painful effects of racism on social media and of perceptions of migrants as ‘gold 

diggers’ were also discussed. 

-      The threat to young people’s safety due to the risk of racist assaults emerged.

-      The implications of this for young people’s participation in youth work were noted.

-      The constraints on young Muslims freedom arising from the climate created by macro 

social policy such as the ‘Preventing Violent Extremism’ in the UK was mentioned. 

-     Young people use a variety of strategies for coping with racism, including humour, 

complaints to teachers and self-exclusion from ‘white’ spaces.

2.   The Role of Youth Work

The implications for youth work of each of the findings in the previous section are:

 

Migration, Identity and Belonging
-      Youth work could provide a space for young people to make sense of issues relating 

to their personal and social identity in order to strengthen their sense of belonging and 

wellbeing. 

-      Youth workers may need to walk a fine line between offering support to young people 

and singling them out. This work may need to happen in gender- or identity-specific 

groups. 

•   Parental and Community Regulation 
-    Youth work may have a role in supporting young people to process the sometimes 

conflicting expectations which they may face. 

•    Religious Beliefs and Observance
-    Youth workers need to increase their religious literacy in order to understand and 

accommodate the needs of young people from observant families.

-      Youth work may have a role in supporting young people to discuss and debate differ-

ent worldviews in a safe and respectful environment. 

-      Youth workers must find ways of accommodating greater parental involvement in deci-

sions regarding their young people’s activities than has been the norm within youth 

work. 

-      Acknowledging and accommodating parental involvement in decisions does not mean 

buying into stereotypes of young women from ethnic minorities as being passive or 

without a voice. 

-      In order to widen the participation of young Muslim women in youth work, gender-spe-

cific groups will have to be provided. This does not represent a new practice within 

youth work. 

•    Leadership and Civic/Political Participation 
-      Youth work is centrally concerned with enabling young people’s voice. It is well located 

to support leadership and, where necessary, self-organisation among young people 

from ethnic minorities. 

•    Racism and Exclusion 
-    A meaningful youth work relationship can validate young people’s experiences of 

racism and support them to process its painful effects. 

-     While there is no panacea for addressing racist attitudes, critical conversations with 

young people and creative, youth-centred activities which enable cross-community 

interaction can help to challenge racism and exclusion. 

-      Such processes may depend on youth organisations building greater fluency around 

racism and diversity issues. 

-     Where young migrants cannot attend youth services due to fears of racism and person-

al safety or due to processes of ‘self-exclusion’, there is an imperative that alternative 

spaces for flexible, youth-centred support are identified and resourced.

 

Barriers to Accessing Youth Work 
The research also noted barriers to young people’s inclusion in youth work which were 

linked to how youth work is often structured and resourced.  

-      The geographical boundaries of youth organisations’ particular catchment areas may 

exclude those young people who congregate in spaces outside the areas in which 

they reside.

-      Traditional forms of outreach used by youth workers may inadvertently exclude some 

young people from ethnic minority communities. 

-      Youth work which is heavily focused on young people deemed ‘at risk’ of involvement 

in crime or addiction may not meet the current needs of many ethnic minority young 

people. 

The Potential of Youth Work
The research highlighted the relevance of youth work and the potential it offers for 

supporting young people from ethnic minorities:

-      Young people’s participation in homework clubs and in general mainstream youth 

work within some youth services were noted.

-      Through the use of youth-centred, creative methodologies.

-     The general openness of youth workers to fostering greater inclusion also emerged. 

3.   CCRYS Intercultural Youth Project: What Can We Learn?

•    CCYRS Intercultural Youth Project: What Worked Well? 
-     Its willingness and capacity to do youth work in ‘non-traditional’ youth work spaces 

such as a mosque.

-      Its outreach work and its success in building up trust with minority ethnic community 

parents and leaders.

-      The provision of direct support to local youth services. 

-     Brokering and building relationships between youth services, migrant organisations 

and members of ethnic minority communities.

•    CCYRS Intercultural Youth Project: What Were the Challenges? 
-    Lack of resources, funding cuts and continuity of engagement with local youth 

services. 

Conclusion 
-      The research confirms the continued relevance of previous strategies for intercultural 

youth work, in particular their emphasis on the fact that an ‘open door’ policy is not 

sufficient to support the participation of many young people from ethnic minority com-

munities. 

-      Additional issues such as the young people’s complex sense of personal and social 

identity, religious/cultural values systems and parental expectations are also 

emerged. Knowledge of these issues among youth workers can support the develop-

ment of inclusive and effective youth work practice with young people from ethnic 

minorities. 

-      Having a specific project or worker dedicated to intercultural work can be hugely 

beneficial. 

Recommendations
Youth organisations/workers should:

-      Acknowledge that the inclusion of young people from ethnic minorities needs to be a 

conscious and purposive part of youth work;

-     Recognise that young people from ethnic minorities often balance a complex set of 

demands and  may need support in coping with the sometimes competing expecta-

tions on them; 

-     Support young people to feel a sense of belonging and to navigate their complex 

personal and social identities; 

-      Support young people to explore the differing value systems in which they are located; 

-      Validate young people’s experiences of racism, support young people to process its 

painful effects but also provide a framework for young people to understand and chal-

lenge racism safely;

-   Build fluency around racism and diversity in order that organisations are better 

equipped to support minority inclusion in youth work;

-      Foster critical conversations on the theme of racism with all their young people to help 

to address racist attitudes;

-      Where necessary, support young people at risk of racist abuse to travel safely to their 

projects;

-      Re-examine a traditional preference for starting work with young people from minority 

ethnic communities in integrated youth work spaces; instead youth work responses 

should be led by what the young people want and need to feel safe and included. This 

may mean establishing single-identity/gender-specific groups;

-      Develop greater religious literacy;

-      Work to diversify their staff and volunteer base; 

-      Develop relationships of trust with parents and leaders from ethnic minority communi-

ties; 

-     Where appropriate, recognise and support young people to self-organise and take 

action on issues which concern them;

-       Recognise that young people may feel uncomfortable with activities which single them 

out on the basis of their migrant/ethnic minority status or which require them to be 

‘representative’ of a particular country or culture;

i. Data Collection
The research took place between January and June 2015 using two principal methods — 

in-depth semi-structured qualitative interviews and focus groups. The interviews were 

held with the two workers from CCRYS intercultural youth project, two youth workers from 

youth projects in the Canal Communities area and a Muslim parent and volunteer (see 

table 1 below for summary; see appendix A for interview and focus group guides). 

Focus groups were carried out with three sets of research participants. One focus group 

comprised leaders from minority ethnic communities and one Irish participant from a 

faith-based organisation, each of whom had direct experience of engaging with migrant 

young people (see table 2). This focus group broadly followed the same questions as the 

interviews.

 

The other two focus groups took place with young people directly. Eight young women 

who had migrated to Ireland from Africa participated in the first of these. These young 

women were members of a group that was established to discuss and take action on the 

issues affecting them. This group was affiliated with a migrant women’s organisation. A 

number of them had taken part in leadership training provided by CCRYS. There were 

aged between 20 and 24 years. Given their age and experience, these young people were 

able to offer a reflective analysis of their experiences as young migrants and, where appli-

cable, of their experiences of participation in youth work (see table 3).

The second focus group with young people involved a group of five young people aged 

between 10 and 15 who were participants in a group initiated by a leader in their mosque 

(see table 4). Four of these young people had been born in Ireland to migrant parents. 

One was born in a country in North Africa and migrated to Ireland with her parents as a 

baby. Through her outreach work at their mosque, one of the workers with CCRYS’s inter-

cultural youth project had developed a relationship with this leader and with the young 

women themselves.

During the focus groups, the young participants were invited to complete a questionnaire 

in order to gather specific information about their individual background and identity. Two 

interactive, youth-centred activities were carried out to explore and discuss ideas of 

culture, identity, sense of belonging as well as experience of racism and discrimination. 

The activities were participatory, ensuring that the young people could lead the conversa-

tion to areas they wished to discuss, while also allowing the facilitator to seek further 

details, as appropriate, when something was not clear or not stated directly. The inter-

views lasted between 45-90 minutes and the focus groups took between 90 minutes and 

two hours.

Table 2. Focus Group 1: Community and Religious Leaders

Table 3. Focus group 2: Young Women of African Origin

 

Table 4. Focus group 3: Young Muslim Women  
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-      Evaluate the efficacy of their outreach strategies to ensure that ethnic minority young 

people are not being inadvertently excluded;

-      Examine norms and cultural practices within their organisations and evaluate whether 

these may be difficult for young people from ethnic minority communities to navigate.

Youth organisations and funders should:

-      Acknowledge that funding cuts to youth work can lead to ‘fire-fighting’ and reduce the 

capacity for furthering inclusive practice;

-      Recognise the efficacy of a dedicated project or worker in supporting youth work with 

young people from ethnic minorities and allocate resources accordingly; 

-     Explore ways of replicating or adapting the model spearheaded by CCRYS on a 

regional basis and in a manner which suits local needs.  

 



This report documents the perspectives of young people, youth workers and community 

leaders in relation to the current and potential role of youth work in the lives of young 

people from ethnic minority communities. It is based on small-scale, exploratory, qualita-

tive research whose principal aims were:

•    To identify some of the issues facing young people from ethnic minority communities, 

in particular first and second generation migrant young people, and to explore the 

relevance of these for youth work;

•    To examine the lessons that can be learnt from a community-based project dedicated 

to promoting the inclusion of ethnic minority young people in youth work.  

Methods
The research took place between January and June 2015 using two principal methods — 

in-depth semi-structured interviews and focus groups. The interviewees were:

•    Two workers with the Canal Communities Regional Youth Services intercultural youth 

project;

•    Two youth workers with youth projects in the Canal Communities area;

•    A parent of Muslim young people with whom the CCRYS project had worked.

There were three focus groups involving:

•    Leaders from minority ethnic communities and an Irish participant from a faith-based 

organisation, each of whom worked with young people from ethnic minorities;

•    Eight young women between the ages of 20 and 24 years who had migrated to Ireland 

from a range of African countries;

•    Five young Muslim women aged between 10 and 15, four of whom were born in Ireland 

and one of whom migrated to Ireland as a baby.

For reasons of access and because of limitations of time and resources, our sample of 

young people was exclusively female. The research does not include the perspectives of 

young people from many other migrant communities living in Ireland, such as those from 

Eastern and Central Europe or Latin America.

Key Findings
1.   Issues Experienced by Young People from Ethnic Minority Communities

•    Migration, Identity and Belonging
-    Young people, particularly those who were born in Ireland or who arrived here as 

children, may feel an affinity with more than one national or cultural identity. 

-    Some of these young people can face difficulties in navigating and expressing the 

different aspects of their ethnic and cultural identities. 

-    Many young people do not identify with their ‘country of origin’ as strongly as their 

parents or older siblings. 

-      They may face pressure to keep aspects of their parents’ culture. Conversely, others 

may face pressure from their parents to take on aspects of the dominant culture.

-      Young people can also feel uncomfortable with particular labels or with approaches 

by schools or youth clubs which make them feel different at a time when they wish to 

blend in with their peers. 

-     Paradoxically, the need for a space for young people to process those very factors 

which render them different was also identified.  

•    Parental and Community Regulation 
-    Young people reported having to deal with differences between the expectations of 

their parents or communities and those of their peers and the wider ‘Irish’ community. 

-     The young people had less freedom in making choices about aspects of their lives, in 

particular with regard to socialising, than their peers from the majority community. 

Restrictions on young people’s autonomy related to particular cultural understandings 

of childhood and gender. They were also partly attributable to parental fears for their 

children’s safety in a context of significant levels of societal racism. 

-     Young Muslim women faced disapproval by some members of the Muslim community 

for their involvement in activities such as football or for their use of social media sites. 

-    There was evidence of a diversity of perspectives on such matters within the Muslim 

community. 

-   Adult respondents from the Muslim community expressed a wish that their young 

people had as many opportunities for social interaction and personal development as 

possible, as long as certain elements of Muslim culture, such as the need for 

gender-specific groups, were respected.

•    Religious Beliefs and Observance 

-    Religious faith and community were key sources of support and strength in young 

people’s lives.

-    Young people are located at the intersection of different value systems and their 

religious backgrounds played a key role in this. 

-     Negotiating these different value systems created tensions and pressures in young 

people’s lives. 

-       Religious observance had implications for young people’s participation in youth work. 

Some Muslim parents and community leaders may fear that participation in some 

youth activities may dilute or detract from the young people’s understanding and 

practice of Islam.

-      This was not regarded as an insurmountable barrier. With the support of CCRYS one 

Muslim leader had introduced structured youth activities in her mosque. 

•    Leadership and Civic/Political Participation 
-      Some of the young people wished to be involved in issue-based work affecting 

migrant young people but also young people more generally.

 

•    Racism and Exclusion 
-      All the young people had direct experiences of racism and exclusion. 

-      This took the form of ignorance, misinformation or generalisations about their countries 

or origin, their religions or their cultures. 

-      It also took the form of exclusion by classmates and bullying at school. 

-      The highly gendered nature of racism was noted. Some of the young African women 

experienced men propositioning them in public under the assumption that they were 

sex workers. 

-      The painful effects of racism on social media and of perceptions of migrants as ‘gold 

diggers’ were also discussed. 

-      The threat to young people’s safety due to the risk of racist assaults emerged.

-      The implications of this for young people’s participation in youth work were noted.

-      The constraints on young Muslims freedom arising from the climate created by macro 

social policy such as the ‘Preventing Violent Extremism’ in the UK was mentioned. 

-     Young people use a variety of strategies for coping with racism, including humour, 

complaints to teachers and self-exclusion from ‘white’ spaces.

2.   The Role of Youth Work

The implications for youth work of each of the findings in the previous section are:

 

Migration, Identity and Belonging
-      Youth work could provide a space for young people to make sense of issues relating 

to their personal and social identity in order to strengthen their sense of belonging and 

wellbeing. 

-      Youth workers may need to walk a fine line between offering support to young people 

and singling them out. This work may need to happen in gender- or identity-specific 

groups. 

•   Parental and Community Regulation 
-    Youth work may have a role in supporting young people to process the sometimes 

conflicting expectations which they may face. 

•    Religious Beliefs and Observance
-    Youth workers need to increase their religious literacy in order to understand and 

accommodate the needs of young people from observant families.

-      Youth work may have a role in supporting young people to discuss and debate differ-

ent worldviews in a safe and respectful environment. 

-      Youth workers must find ways of accommodating greater parental involvement in deci-

sions regarding their young people’s activities than has been the norm within youth 

work. 

-      Acknowledging and accommodating parental involvement in decisions does not mean 

buying into stereotypes of young women from ethnic minorities as being passive or 

without a voice. 

-      In order to widen the participation of young Muslim women in youth work, gender-spe-

cific groups will have to be provided. This does not represent a new practice within 

youth work. 

•    Leadership and Civic/Political Participation 
-      Youth work is centrally concerned with enabling young people’s voice. It is well located 

to support leadership and, where necessary, self-organisation among young people 

from ethnic minorities. 

•    Racism and Exclusion 
-    A meaningful youth work relationship can validate young people’s experiences of 

racism and support them to process its painful effects. 

-     While there is no panacea for addressing racist attitudes, critical conversations with 

young people and creative, youth-centred activities which enable cross-community 

interaction can help to challenge racism and exclusion. 

-      Such processes may depend on youth organisations building greater fluency around 

racism and diversity issues. 

-     Where young migrants cannot attend youth services due to fears of racism and person-

al safety or due to processes of ‘self-exclusion’, there is an imperative that alternative 

spaces for flexible, youth-centred support are identified and resourced.

 

Barriers to Accessing Youth Work 
The research also noted barriers to young people’s inclusion in youth work which were 

linked to how youth work is often structured and resourced.  

-      The geographical boundaries of youth organisations’ particular catchment areas may 

exclude those young people who congregate in spaces outside the areas in which 

they reside.

-      Traditional forms of outreach used by youth workers may inadvertently exclude some 

young people from ethnic minority communities. 

-      Youth work which is heavily focused on young people deemed ‘at risk’ of involvement 

in crime or addiction may not meet the current needs of many ethnic minority young 

people. 

The Potential of Youth Work
The research highlighted the relevance of youth work and the potential it offers for 

supporting young people from ethnic minorities:

-      Young people’s participation in homework clubs and in general mainstream youth 

work within some youth services were noted.

-      Through the use of youth-centred, creative methodologies.

-     The general openness of youth workers to fostering greater inclusion also emerged. 

3.   CCRYS Intercultural Youth Project: What Can We Learn?

•    CCYRS Intercultural Youth Project: What Worked Well? 
-     Its willingness and capacity to do youth work in ‘non-traditional’ youth work spaces 

such as a mosque.

-      Its outreach work and its success in building up trust with minority ethnic community 

parents and leaders.

-      The provision of direct support to local youth services. 

-     Brokering and building relationships between youth services, migrant organisations 

and members of ethnic minority communities.

•    CCYRS Intercultural Youth Project: What Were the Challenges? 
-    Lack of resources, funding cuts and continuity of engagement with local youth 

services. 

Conclusion 
-      The research confirms the continued relevance of previous strategies for intercultural 

youth work, in particular their emphasis on the fact that an ‘open door’ policy is not 

sufficient to support the participation of many young people from ethnic minority com-

munities. 

-      Additional issues such as the young people’s complex sense of personal and social 

identity, religious/cultural values systems and parental expectations are also 

emerged. Knowledge of these issues among youth workers can support the develop-

ment of inclusive and effective youth work practice with young people from ethnic 

minorities. 

-      Having a specific project or worker dedicated to intercultural work can be hugely 

beneficial. 

Recommendations
Youth organisations/workers should:

-      Acknowledge that the inclusion of young people from ethnic minorities needs to be a 

conscious and purposive part of youth work;

-     Recognise that young people from ethnic minorities often balance a complex set of 

demands and  may need support in coping with the sometimes competing expecta-

tions on them; 

-     Support young people to feel a sense of belonging and to navigate their complex 

personal and social identities; 

-      Support young people to explore the differing value systems in which they are located; 

-      Validate young people’s experiences of racism, support young people to process its 

painful effects but also provide a framework for young people to understand and chal-

lenge racism safely;

-   Build fluency around racism and diversity in order that organisations are better 

equipped to support minority inclusion in youth work;

-      Foster critical conversations on the theme of racism with all their young people to help 

to address racist attitudes;

-      Where necessary, support young people at risk of racist abuse to travel safely to their 

projects;

-      Re-examine a traditional preference for starting work with young people from minority 

ethnic communities in integrated youth work spaces; instead youth work responses 

should be led by what the young people want and need to feel safe and included. This 

may mean establishing single-identity/gender-specific groups;

-      Develop greater religious literacy;

-      Work to diversify their staff and volunteer base; 

-      Develop relationships of trust with parents and leaders from ethnic minority communi-

ties; 

-     Where appropriate, recognise and support young people to self-organise and take 

action on issues which concern them;

-       Recognise that young people may feel uncomfortable with activities which single them 

out on the basis of their migrant/ethnic minority status or which require them to be 

‘representative’ of a particular country or culture;

i. Research Rationale 
The advent of rapid in-migration to Ireland in the late 1990s/early 2000s precipitated a 

range of responses by youth organisations. In particular, a number of initiatives sought to 

identify the needs of young people from migrant communities with regard to youth work 

and to explore and overcome barriers which may exist to their accessing youth work 

services (McCrea, 2003; Foróige, 2008; Mauro-Bracken, 2009; Lynam, 2009). There is 

evidence to indicate that some young people from ethnic minorities are participating in 

youth work activities. A number of respondents to Gilligan et al’s (2010) qualitative 

research on the experience of young migrants mentioned their participation in youth work 

(Gilligan, et al, 2010) while a ‘diversity audit’ of youth services in Monaghan in 2010 found 

that in a county where 8.5% of young people were born outside Ireland, 11% of partici-

pants in youth work across the county were of migrant background (National Youth Council 

of Ireland, 2011) . 

Nonetheless, the need for new research into the issues facing young people from ethnic 

minority communities and the role of youth work in relation to same was identified by the 

intercultural youth project of CCRYS. At least five years had lapsed since the publication 

of previous strategies and it was felt that young people’s needs may have evolved. 

Through its contact with young people who had migrated to Ireland or who had been born 

in Ireland to migrant parents, and through its relationships with migrant organisations, the 

project’s workers noted that young people were grappling with a number of matters – for 

instance, issues relating to their identity and to their experiences of racism - which they felt 

not been adequately captured in earlier youth work strategies. They further believed that 

such issues could be helped through an appropriately tailored youth work response. It was 

also observed that young migrants were seeking out appropriate spaces in which to 

explore the issues they faced. While these spaces were often within migrant community 

organisations within which young people felt safe, these were organisations primarily 

designed to serve the needs of adults.

The current research was commissioned as a means of probing more deeply into the 

CCRYS intercultural project workers’ initial observations. We did not set out to evaluate the 

implementation of previous intercultural strategies; rather we wished to explore whether, 

six to twelve years since the publication of these guides, there are emergent or hitherto 

undocumented issues facing (some) young people from migrant backgrounds which are 

relevant to youth work practice. We further sought to analyse the lessons that might be 

learnt from the experiences of an intercultural project with a dedicated remit to foster the 

inclusion of ethnic minority young people in youth work. 

In undertaking this research, we do not assume that young people not currently accessing 

youth work services should do so; nor is it suggested that integration into existing main-

stream youth services is preferable to the self-organisation in which some of the young 

people with whom CCRYS came into contact are engaged. Nonetheless, we do start from 

the premise that youth work has the potential to support all young people in responding to 

the personal and social pressures they may face. The integration of young people from 

ethnic minorities through youth work or other means is often framed in terms of ‘managing’ 

migration and staving off perceived risks associated with ‘the creation of parallel societies, 

communities and urban ghettos’ (Office of the Minister for Integration, 2008). While we 

regard youth work as having the potential to facilitate a sense of belonging and to enable 

inter-community interaction and understanding, we reject the idea that youth work should 

be regarded as a mechanism to allay what ní Laoire et al (2011: 6) have termed ‘public 

anxieties around the future integration of populations that are perceived to be different and 

to not belong.’ Rather, we start from the view that all young people regardless of immigra-

tion status or ethnic origin have the right to avail of the benefits which a meaningful youth 

work relationship can bring. 

Although not our intention at the outset, for reasons of access and because of limitations 

of time and resources, our sample of young people was exclusively female .  Moreover, 

our study does not include the perspectives of young people from many migrant back-

grounds including Eastern or Central Europe and Latin America. The research does not 

therefore claim to capture the diversity of young people’s experiences; nor, given its 

small-scale nature, are its findings generalisable to other contexts in Ireland. Despite 

these limitations we proceeded with the assumption that the research could identify chal-

lenges, experiences and lessons that might resonate more widely. It is our hope that this 

research can deepen awareness of the experiences of young people from ethnic minority 

communities, provide the basis for further research and make some contribution to ongo-

ing efforts by youth organisations, funders and policy-makers to develop inclusive youth 

work services. 

ii. A Note on Terminology
First, Second and ‘1.5’ Generation Migrants

Four of our thirteen young participants were born in Ireland, while one came at the age of 

two months. As such, they form part of the growing number of ‘second generation’ 

migrants in Ireland (see Röder, 2014). Most of the participants migrated to Ireland as 

children or teenagers. These young people can thus be categorised as ‘first generation’ 

migrants. However, these labels have been described as theoretically and empirically 

‘problematic’ (Rumbaut, 2004: 1161). For instance, young people who migrated as young 

children but who have spent most of their lives in the ‘host’ country have been regarded as 

both ‘first’ and ‘second’ generation migrants (Rumbaut, 2004; Röder et al, 2014). The term 

‘1.5 generation’ has been coined as a means of referring to those young migrants ‘who 

came with their parents at an early age and underwent much of their primary socialisation 

in the host country’ (Aparicio, 2007: 1170). Two of our young participants can be 

described in these terms. We recognise that no category can adequately capture the 

diversity or complexity of young people’s lives and we tried throughout the research to 

enable the research participants to define their own experiences in a manner which was 

not proscribed by pre-determined labels or categories. In general, we use the term ‘young 

people’ to describe the participants, indicating, where relevant, the particular ethnic group 

to which they belong. 

Intercultural Youth Work

The term ‘intercultural youth work’ is used at various points throughout this report. We are 

using this term in a general sense to refer to youth work practice which consciously seeks 

to support the participation of ethnic minority young people, which challenges racism and 

which supports young people from the majority ethnic community to make sense of the 

multicultural context in which they live. 

i. Data Collection
The research took place between January and June 2015 using two principal methods — 

in-depth semi-structured qualitative interviews and focus groups. The interviews were 

held with the two workers from CCRYS intercultural youth project, two youth workers from 

youth projects in the Canal Communities area and a Muslim parent and volunteer (see 

table 1 below for summary; see appendix A for interview and focus group guides). 

Focus groups were carried out with three sets of research participants. One focus group 

comprised leaders from minority ethnic communities and one Irish participant from a 

faith-based organisation, each of whom had direct experience of engaging with migrant 

young people (see table 2). This focus group broadly followed the same questions as the 

interviews.

 

The other two focus groups took place with young people directly. Eight young women 

who had migrated to Ireland from Africa participated in the first of these. These young 

women were members of a group that was established to discuss and take action on the 

issues affecting them. This group was affiliated with a migrant women’s organisation. A 

number of them had taken part in leadership training provided by CCRYS. There were 

aged between 20 and 24 years. Given their age and experience, these young people were 

able to offer a reflective analysis of their experiences as young migrants and, where appli-

cable, of their experiences of participation in youth work (see table 3).

The second focus group with young people involved a group of five young people aged 

between 10 and 15 who were participants in a group initiated by a leader in their mosque 

(see table 4). Four of these young people had been born in Ireland to migrant parents. 

One was born in a country in North Africa and migrated to Ireland with her parents as a 

baby. Through her outreach work at their mosque, one of the workers with CCRYS’s inter-

cultural youth project had developed a relationship with this leader and with the young 

women themselves.

During the focus groups, the young participants were invited to complete a questionnaire 

in order to gather specific information about their individual background and identity. Two 

interactive, youth-centred activities were carried out to explore and discuss ideas of 

culture, identity, sense of belonging as well as experience of racism and discrimination. 

The activities were participatory, ensuring that the young people could lead the conversa-

tion to areas they wished to discuss, while also allowing the facilitator to seek further 

details, as appropriate, when something was not clear or not stated directly. The inter-

views lasted between 45-90 minutes and the focus groups took between 90 minutes and 

two hours.

Table 2. Focus Group 1: Community and Religious Leaders

Table 3. Focus group 2: Young Women of African Origin

 

Table 4. Focus group 3: Young Muslim Women  
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-      Evaluate the efficacy of their outreach strategies to ensure that ethnic minority young 

people are not being inadvertently excluded;

-      Examine norms and cultural practices within their organisations and evaluate whether 

these may be difficult for young people from ethnic minority communities to navigate.

Youth organisations and funders should:

-      Acknowledge that funding cuts to youth work can lead to ‘fire-fighting’ and reduce the 

capacity for furthering inclusive practice;

-      Recognise the efficacy of a dedicated project or worker in supporting youth work with 

young people from ethnic minorities and allocate resources accordingly; 

-     Explore ways of replicating or adapting the model spearheaded by CCRYS on a 

regional basis and in a manner which suits local needs.  

  Canal Communities Regional Youth Service had been the ‘umbrella’ organisation for youth projects in Inchicore, 
Bluebell and Rialto. Due to a series of institutional changes, it ceased to exist in 2012. The three projects that had 
been within its remit continue to operate. The intercultural youth project was housed in  Bluebell Youth Project, 
though one of its project workers based herself in Rialto Youth Project and St Michael’s 
Youth Project in Inchicore for a number of days per week. 

1

This report documents the perspectives of young people, youth workers and community 

leaders in relation to the current and potential role of youth work in the lives of young 

people from ethnic minority communities. It is based on small-scale, exploratory, qualita-

tive research whose principal aims were:

•    To identify some of the issues facing young people from ethnic minority communities, 

in particular first and second generation migrant young people, and to explore the 

relevance of these for youth work;

•    To examine the lessons that can be learnt from a community-based project dedicated 

to promoting the inclusion of ethnic minority young people in youth work.  

This research was initiated by the intercultural youth project of Canal Communities 

Regional Youth Service (CCRYS). CCRYS established an intercultural youth project in 

January 2014 following a successful application to the European Integration Fund. CCRYS 

had previously worked in partnership with the Canal Communities Intercultural Centre 

(CCIC) in developing the ‘Canal Communities Intercultural Strategy for Youth Work’ 

(Lynam, 2009) and it sought to continue this work through the establishment of a dedicat-

ed intercultural project within its services. The remit of the project was to mainstream inter-

cultural youth work practice and to increase ethnic minority participation in youth work in 

the Bluebell, Rialto and Inchicore areas of Dublin. It employed one development worker 

and one co-ordinator. Both of its employees were experienced youth workers. The project 

ceased operating in June 2015 .   

This report proceeds as follows. We begin with a brief outline of the rationale for the 

research together with an account of its methodology and ethical considerations. We then 

provide a short review of relevant literature before turning to an analysis of our findings. 

The report closes with some brief conclusions and some recommendations for practice.
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1. Introduction



This report documents the perspectives of young people, youth workers and community 

leaders in relation to the current and potential role of youth work in the lives of young 

people from ethnic minority communities. It is based on small-scale, exploratory, qualita-

tive research whose principal aims were:

•    To identify some of the issues facing young people from ethnic minority communities, 

in particular first and second generation migrant young people, and to explore the 

relevance of these for youth work;

•    To examine the lessons that can be learnt from a community-based project dedicated 

to promoting the inclusion of ethnic minority young people in youth work.  

Methods
The research took place between January and June 2015 using two principal methods — 

in-depth semi-structured interviews and focus groups. The interviewees were:

•    Two workers with the Canal Communities Regional Youth Services intercultural youth 

project;

•    Two youth workers with youth projects in the Canal Communities area;

•    A parent of Muslim young people with whom the CCRYS project had worked.

There were three focus groups involving:

•    Leaders from minority ethnic communities and an Irish participant from a faith-based 

organisation, each of whom worked with young people from ethnic minorities;

•    Eight young women between the ages of 20 and 24 years who had migrated to Ireland 

from a range of African countries;

•    Five young Muslim women aged between 10 and 15, four of whom were born in Ireland 

and one of whom migrated to Ireland as a baby.

For reasons of access and because of limitations of time and resources, our sample of 

young people was exclusively female. The research does not include the perspectives of 

young people from many other migrant communities living in Ireland, such as those from 

Eastern and Central Europe or Latin America.

Key Findings
1.   Issues Experienced by Young People from Ethnic Minority Communities

•    Migration, Identity and Belonging
-    Young people, particularly those who were born in Ireland or who arrived here as 

children, may feel an affinity with more than one national or cultural identity. 

-    Some of these young people can face difficulties in navigating and expressing the 

different aspects of their ethnic and cultural identities. 

-    Many young people do not identify with their ‘country of origin’ as strongly as their 

parents or older siblings. 

-      They may face pressure to keep aspects of their parents’ culture. Conversely, others 

may face pressure from their parents to take on aspects of the dominant culture.

-      Young people can also feel uncomfortable with particular labels or with approaches 

by schools or youth clubs which make them feel different at a time when they wish to 

blend in with their peers. 

-     Paradoxically, the need for a space for young people to process those very factors 

which render them different was also identified.  

•    Parental and Community Regulation 
-    Young people reported having to deal with differences between the expectations of 

their parents or communities and those of their peers and the wider ‘Irish’ community. 

-     The young people had less freedom in making choices about aspects of their lives, in 

particular with regard to socialising, than their peers from the majority community. 

Restrictions on young people’s autonomy related to particular cultural understandings 

of childhood and gender. They were also partly attributable to parental fears for their 

children’s safety in a context of significant levels of societal racism. 

-     Young Muslim women faced disapproval by some members of the Muslim community 

for their involvement in activities such as football or for their use of social media sites. 

-    There was evidence of a diversity of perspectives on such matters within the Muslim 

community. 

-   Adult respondents from the Muslim community expressed a wish that their young 

people had as many opportunities for social interaction and personal development as 

possible, as long as certain elements of Muslim culture, such as the need for 

gender-specific groups, were respected.

•    Religious Beliefs and Observance 

-    Religious faith and community were key sources of support and strength in young 

people’s lives.

-    Young people are located at the intersection of different value systems and their 

religious backgrounds played a key role in this. 

-     Negotiating these different value systems created tensions and pressures in young 

people’s lives. 

-       Religious observance had implications for young people’s participation in youth work. 

Some Muslim parents and community leaders may fear that participation in some 

youth activities may dilute or detract from the young people’s understanding and 

practice of Islam.

-      This was not regarded as an insurmountable barrier. With the support of CCRYS one 

Muslim leader had introduced structured youth activities in her mosque. 

•    Leadership and Civic/Political Participation 
-      Some of the young people wished to be involved in issue-based work affecting 

migrant young people but also young people more generally.

 

•    Racism and Exclusion 
-      All the young people had direct experiences of racism and exclusion. 

-      This took the form of ignorance, misinformation or generalisations about their countries 

or origin, their religions or their cultures. 

-      It also took the form of exclusion by classmates and bullying at school. 

-      The highly gendered nature of racism was noted. Some of the young African women 

experienced men propositioning them in public under the assumption that they were 

sex workers. 

-      The painful effects of racism on social media and of perceptions of migrants as ‘gold 

diggers’ were also discussed. 

-      The threat to young people’s safety due to the risk of racist assaults emerged.

-      The implications of this for young people’s participation in youth work were noted.

-      The constraints on young Muslims freedom arising from the climate created by macro 

social policy such as the ‘Preventing Violent Extremism’ in the UK was mentioned. 

-     Young people use a variety of strategies for coping with racism, including humour, 

complaints to teachers and self-exclusion from ‘white’ spaces.

2.   The Role of Youth Work

The implications for youth work of each of the findings in the previous section are:

 

Migration, Identity and Belonging
-      Youth work could provide a space for young people to make sense of issues relating 

to their personal and social identity in order to strengthen their sense of belonging and 

wellbeing. 

-      Youth workers may need to walk a fine line between offering support to young people 

and singling them out. This work may need to happen in gender- or identity-specific 

groups. 

•   Parental and Community Regulation 
-    Youth work may have a role in supporting young people to process the sometimes 

conflicting expectations which they may face. 

•    Religious Beliefs and Observance
-    Youth workers need to increase their religious literacy in order to understand and 

accommodate the needs of young people from observant families.

-      Youth work may have a role in supporting young people to discuss and debate differ-

ent worldviews in a safe and respectful environment. 

-      Youth workers must find ways of accommodating greater parental involvement in deci-

sions regarding their young people’s activities than has been the norm within youth 

work. 

-      Acknowledging and accommodating parental involvement in decisions does not mean 

buying into stereotypes of young women from ethnic minorities as being passive or 

without a voice. 

-      In order to widen the participation of young Muslim women in youth work, gender-spe-

cific groups will have to be provided. This does not represent a new practice within 

youth work. 

•    Leadership and Civic/Political Participation 
-      Youth work is centrally concerned with enabling young people’s voice. It is well located 

to support leadership and, where necessary, self-organisation among young people 

from ethnic minorities. 

•    Racism and Exclusion 
-    A meaningful youth work relationship can validate young people’s experiences of 

racism and support them to process its painful effects. 

-     While there is no panacea for addressing racist attitudes, critical conversations with 

young people and creative, youth-centred activities which enable cross-community 

interaction can help to challenge racism and exclusion. 

-      Such processes may depend on youth organisations building greater fluency around 

racism and diversity issues. 

-     Where young migrants cannot attend youth services due to fears of racism and person-

al safety or due to processes of ‘self-exclusion’, there is an imperative that alternative 

spaces for flexible, youth-centred support are identified and resourced.

 

Barriers to Accessing Youth Work 
The research also noted barriers to young people’s inclusion in youth work which were 

linked to how youth work is often structured and resourced.  

-      The geographical boundaries of youth organisations’ particular catchment areas may 

exclude those young people who congregate in spaces outside the areas in which 

they reside.

-      Traditional forms of outreach used by youth workers may inadvertently exclude some 

young people from ethnic minority communities. 

-      Youth work which is heavily focused on young people deemed ‘at risk’ of involvement 

in crime or addiction may not meet the current needs of many ethnic minority young 

people. 

The Potential of Youth Work
The research highlighted the relevance of youth work and the potential it offers for 

supporting young people from ethnic minorities:

-      Young people’s participation in homework clubs and in general mainstream youth 

work within some youth services were noted.

-      Through the use of youth-centred, creative methodologies.

-     The general openness of youth workers to fostering greater inclusion also emerged. 

3.   CCRYS Intercultural Youth Project: What Can We Learn?

•    CCYRS Intercultural Youth Project: What Worked Well? 
-     Its willingness and capacity to do youth work in ‘non-traditional’ youth work spaces 

such as a mosque.

-      Its outreach work and its success in building up trust with minority ethnic community 

parents and leaders.

-      The provision of direct support to local youth services. 

-     Brokering and building relationships between youth services, migrant organisations 

and members of ethnic minority communities.

•    CCYRS Intercultural Youth Project: What Were the Challenges? 
-    Lack of resources, funding cuts and continuity of engagement with local youth 

services. 

Conclusion 
-      The research confirms the continued relevance of previous strategies for intercultural 

youth work, in particular their emphasis on the fact that an ‘open door’ policy is not 

sufficient to support the participation of many young people from ethnic minority com-

munities. 

-      Additional issues such as the young people’s complex sense of personal and social 

identity, religious/cultural values systems and parental expectations are also 

emerged. Knowledge of these issues among youth workers can support the develop-

ment of inclusive and effective youth work practice with young people from ethnic 

minorities. 

-      Having a specific project or worker dedicated to intercultural work can be hugely 

beneficial. 

Recommendations
Youth organisations/workers should:

-      Acknowledge that the inclusion of young people from ethnic minorities needs to be a 

conscious and purposive part of youth work;

-     Recognise that young people from ethnic minorities often balance a complex set of 

demands and  may need support in coping with the sometimes competing expecta-

tions on them; 

-     Support young people to feel a sense of belonging and to navigate their complex 

personal and social identities; 

-      Support young people to explore the differing value systems in which they are located; 

-      Validate young people’s experiences of racism, support young people to process its 

painful effects but also provide a framework for young people to understand and chal-

lenge racism safely;

-   Build fluency around racism and diversity in order that organisations are better 

equipped to support minority inclusion in youth work;

-      Foster critical conversations on the theme of racism with all their young people to help 

to address racist attitudes;

-      Where necessary, support young people at risk of racist abuse to travel safely to their 

projects;

-      Re-examine a traditional preference for starting work with young people from minority 

ethnic communities in integrated youth work spaces; instead youth work responses 

should be led by what the young people want and need to feel safe and included. This 

may mean establishing single-identity/gender-specific groups;

-      Develop greater religious literacy;

-      Work to diversify their staff and volunteer base; 

-      Develop relationships of trust with parents and leaders from ethnic minority communi-

ties; 

-     Where appropriate, recognise and support young people to self-organise and take 

action on issues which concern them;

-       Recognise that young people may feel uncomfortable with activities which single them 

out on the basis of their migrant/ethnic minority status or which require them to be 

‘representative’ of a particular country or culture;

i. Research Rationale 
The advent of rapid in-migration to Ireland in the late 1990s/early 2000s precipitated a 

range of responses by youth organisations. In particular, a number of initiatives sought to 

identify the needs of young people from migrant communities with regard to youth work 

and to explore and overcome barriers which may exist to their accessing youth work 

services (McCrea, 2003; Foróige, 2008; Mauro-Bracken, 2009; Lynam, 2009). There is 

evidence to indicate that some young people from ethnic minorities are participating in 

youth work activities. A number of respondents to Gilligan et al’s (2010) qualitative 

research on the experience of young migrants mentioned their participation in youth work 

(Gilligan, et al, 2010) while a ‘diversity audit’ of youth services in Monaghan in 2010 found 

that in a county where 8.5% of young people were born outside Ireland, 11% of partici-

pants in youth work across the county were of migrant background (National Youth Council 

of Ireland, 2011) . 

Nonetheless, the need for new research into the issues facing young people from ethnic 

minority communities and the role of youth work in relation to same was identified by the 

intercultural youth project of CCRYS. At least five years had lapsed since the publication 

of previous strategies and it was felt that young people’s needs may have evolved. 

Through its contact with young people who had migrated to Ireland or who had been born 

in Ireland to migrant parents, and through its relationships with migrant organisations, the 

project’s workers noted that young people were grappling with a number of matters – for 

instance, issues relating to their identity and to their experiences of racism - which they felt 

not been adequately captured in earlier youth work strategies. They further believed that 

such issues could be helped through an appropriately tailored youth work response. It was 

also observed that young migrants were seeking out appropriate spaces in which to 

explore the issues they faced. While these spaces were often within migrant community 

organisations within which young people felt safe, these were organisations primarily 

designed to serve the needs of adults.

The current research was commissioned as a means of probing more deeply into the 

CCRYS intercultural project workers’ initial observations. We did not set out to evaluate the 

implementation of previous intercultural strategies; rather we wished to explore whether, 

six to twelve years since the publication of these guides, there are emergent or hitherto 

undocumented issues facing (some) young people from migrant backgrounds which are 

relevant to youth work practice. We further sought to analyse the lessons that might be 

learnt from the experiences of an intercultural project with a dedicated remit to foster the 

inclusion of ethnic minority young people in youth work. 

In undertaking this research, we do not assume that young people not currently accessing 

youth work services should do so; nor is it suggested that integration into existing main-

stream youth services is preferable to the self-organisation in which some of the young 

people with whom CCRYS came into contact are engaged. Nonetheless, we do start from 

the premise that youth work has the potential to support all young people in responding to 

the personal and social pressures they may face. The integration of young people from 

ethnic minorities through youth work or other means is often framed in terms of ‘managing’ 

migration and staving off perceived risks associated with ‘the creation of parallel societies, 

communities and urban ghettos’ (Office of the Minister for Integration, 2008). While we 

regard youth work as having the potential to facilitate a sense of belonging and to enable 

inter-community interaction and understanding, we reject the idea that youth work should 

be regarded as a mechanism to allay what ní Laoire et al (2011: 6) have termed ‘public 

anxieties around the future integration of populations that are perceived to be different and 

to not belong.’ Rather, we start from the view that all young people regardless of immigra-

tion status or ethnic origin have the right to avail of the benefits which a meaningful youth 

work relationship can bring. 

Although not our intention at the outset, for reasons of access and because of limitations 

of time and resources, our sample of young people was exclusively female .  Moreover, 

our study does not include the perspectives of young people from many migrant back-

grounds including Eastern or Central Europe and Latin America. The research does not 

therefore claim to capture the diversity of young people’s experiences; nor, given its 

small-scale nature, are its findings generalisable to other contexts in Ireland. Despite 

these limitations we proceeded with the assumption that the research could identify chal-

lenges, experiences and lessons that might resonate more widely. It is our hope that this 

research can deepen awareness of the experiences of young people from ethnic minority 

communities, provide the basis for further research and make some contribution to ongo-

ing efforts by youth organisations, funders and policy-makers to develop inclusive youth 

work services. 

ii. A Note on Terminology
First, Second and ‘1.5’ Generation Migrants

Four of our thirteen young participants were born in Ireland, while one came at the age of 

two months. As such, they form part of the growing number of ‘second generation’ 

migrants in Ireland (see Röder, 2014). Most of the participants migrated to Ireland as 

children or teenagers. These young people can thus be categorised as ‘first generation’ 

migrants. However, these labels have been described as theoretically and empirically 

‘problematic’ (Rumbaut, 2004: 1161). For instance, young people who migrated as young 

children but who have spent most of their lives in the ‘host’ country have been regarded as 

both ‘first’ and ‘second’ generation migrants (Rumbaut, 2004; Röder et al, 2014). The term 

‘1.5 generation’ has been coined as a means of referring to those young migrants ‘who 

came with their parents at an early age and underwent much of their primary socialisation 

in the host country’ (Aparicio, 2007: 1170). Two of our young participants can be 

described in these terms. We recognise that no category can adequately capture the 

diversity or complexity of young people’s lives and we tried throughout the research to 

enable the research participants to define their own experiences in a manner which was 

not proscribed by pre-determined labels or categories. In general, we use the term ‘young 

people’ to describe the participants, indicating, where relevant, the particular ethnic group 

to which they belong. 

Intercultural Youth Work

The term ‘intercultural youth work’ is used at various points throughout this report. We are 

using this term in a general sense to refer to youth work practice which consciously seeks 

to support the participation of ethnic minority young people, which challenges racism and 

which supports young people from the majority ethnic community to make sense of the 

multicultural context in which they live. 

i. Data Collection
The research took place between January and June 2015 using two principal methods — 

in-depth semi-structured qualitative interviews and focus groups. The interviews were 

held with the two workers from CCRYS intercultural youth project, two youth workers from 

youth projects in the Canal Communities area and a Muslim parent and volunteer (see 

table 1 below for summary; see appendix A for interview and focus group guides). 

Focus groups were carried out with three sets of research participants. One focus group 

comprised leaders from minority ethnic communities and one Irish participant from a 

faith-based organisation, each of whom had direct experience of engaging with migrant 

young people (see table 2). This focus group broadly followed the same questions as the 

interviews.

 

The other two focus groups took place with young people directly. Eight young women 

who had migrated to Ireland from Africa participated in the first of these. These young 

women were members of a group that was established to discuss and take action on the 

issues affecting them. This group was affiliated with a migrant women’s organisation. A 

number of them had taken part in leadership training provided by CCRYS. There were 

aged between 20 and 24 years. Given their age and experience, these young people were 

able to offer a reflective analysis of their experiences as young migrants and, where appli-

cable, of their experiences of participation in youth work (see table 3).

The second focus group with young people involved a group of five young people aged 

between 10 and 15 who were participants in a group initiated by a leader in their mosque 

(see table 4). Four of these young people had been born in Ireland to migrant parents. 

One was born in a country in North Africa and migrated to Ireland with her parents as a 

baby. Through her outreach work at their mosque, one of the workers with CCRYS’s inter-

cultural youth project had developed a relationship with this leader and with the young 

women themselves.

During the focus groups, the young participants were invited to complete a questionnaire 

in order to gather specific information about their individual background and identity. Two 

interactive, youth-centred activities were carried out to explore and discuss ideas of 

culture, identity, sense of belonging as well as experience of racism and discrimination. 

The activities were participatory, ensuring that the young people could lead the conversa-

tion to areas they wished to discuss, while also allowing the facilitator to seek further 

details, as appropriate, when something was not clear or not stated directly. The inter-

views lasted between 45-90 minutes and the focus groups took between 90 minutes and 

two hours.

Table 2. Focus Group 1: Community and Religious Leaders

Table 3. Focus group 2: Young Women of African Origin

 

Table 4. Focus group 3: Young Muslim Women  

9

-      Evaluate the efficacy of their outreach strategies to ensure that ethnic minority young 

people are not being inadvertently excluded;

-      Examine norms and cultural practices within their organisations and evaluate whether 

these may be difficult for young people from ethnic minority communities to navigate.

Youth organisations and funders should:

-      Acknowledge that funding cuts to youth work can lead to ‘fire-fighting’ and reduce the 

capacity for furthering inclusive practice;

-      Recognise the efficacy of a dedicated project or worker in supporting youth work with 

young people from ethnic minorities and allocate resources accordingly; 

-     Explore ways of replicating or adapting the model spearheaded by CCRYS on a 

regional basis and in a manner which suits local needs.  

This report documents the perspectives of young people, youth workers and community 

leaders in relation to the current and potential role of youth work in the lives of young 

people from ethnic minority communities. It is based on small-scale, exploratory, qualita-

tive research whose principal aims were:

•    To identify some of the issues facing young people from ethnic minority communities, 

in particular first and second generation migrant young people, and to explore the 

relevance of these for youth work;

•    To examine the lessons that can be learnt from a community-based project dedicated 

to promoting the inclusion of ethnic minority young people in youth work.  

This research was initiated by the intercultural youth project of Canal Communities 

Regional Youth Service (CCRYS). CCRYS established an intercultural youth project in 

January 2014 following a successful application to the European Integration Fund. CCRYS 

had previously worked in partnership with the Canal Communities Intercultural Centre 

(CCIC) in developing the ‘Canal Communities Intercultural Strategy for Youth Work’ 

(Lynam, 2009) and it sought to continue this work through the establishment of a dedicat-

ed intercultural project within its services. The remit of the project was to mainstream inter-

cultural youth work practice and to increase ethnic minority participation in youth work in 

the Bluebell, Rialto and Inchicore areas of Dublin. It employed one development worker 

and one co-ordinator. Both of its employees were experienced youth workers. The project 

ceased operating in June 2015 .   

This report proceeds as follows. We begin with a brief outline of the rationale for the 

research together with an account of its methodology and ethical considerations. We then 

provide a short review of relevant literature before turning to an analysis of our findings. 

The report closes with some brief conclusions and some recommendations for practice.

 

2

    This participation varied across cultural/ethnic group and across geographical location within the county. 2



This report documents the perspectives of young people, youth workers and community 

leaders in relation to the current and potential role of youth work in the lives of young 

people from ethnic minority communities. It is based on small-scale, exploratory, qualita-

tive research whose principal aims were:

•    To identify some of the issues facing young people from ethnic minority communities, 

in particular first and second generation migrant young people, and to explore the 

relevance of these for youth work;

•    To examine the lessons that can be learnt from a community-based project dedicated 

to promoting the inclusion of ethnic minority young people in youth work.  

Methods
The research took place between January and June 2015 using two principal methods — 

in-depth semi-structured interviews and focus groups. The interviewees were:

•    Two workers with the Canal Communities Regional Youth Services intercultural youth 

project;

•    Two youth workers with youth projects in the Canal Communities area;

•    A parent of Muslim young people with whom the CCRYS project had worked.

There were three focus groups involving:

•    Leaders from minority ethnic communities and an Irish participant from a faith-based 

organisation, each of whom worked with young people from ethnic minorities;

•    Eight young women between the ages of 20 and 24 years who had migrated to Ireland 

from a range of African countries;

•    Five young Muslim women aged between 10 and 15, four of whom were born in Ireland 

and one of whom migrated to Ireland as a baby.

For reasons of access and because of limitations of time and resources, our sample of 

young people was exclusively female. The research does not include the perspectives of 

young people from many other migrant communities living in Ireland, such as those from 

Eastern and Central Europe or Latin America.

Key Findings
1.   Issues Experienced by Young People from Ethnic Minority Communities

•    Migration, Identity and Belonging
-    Young people, particularly those who were born in Ireland or who arrived here as 

children, may feel an affinity with more than one national or cultural identity. 

-    Some of these young people can face difficulties in navigating and expressing the 

different aspects of their ethnic and cultural identities. 

-    Many young people do not identify with their ‘country of origin’ as strongly as their 

parents or older siblings. 

-      They may face pressure to keep aspects of their parents’ culture. Conversely, others 

may face pressure from their parents to take on aspects of the dominant culture.

-      Young people can also feel uncomfortable with particular labels or with approaches 

by schools or youth clubs which make them feel different at a time when they wish to 

blend in with their peers. 

-     Paradoxically, the need for a space for young people to process those very factors 

which render them different was also identified.  

•    Parental and Community Regulation 
-    Young people reported having to deal with differences between the expectations of 

their parents or communities and those of their peers and the wider ‘Irish’ community. 

-     The young people had less freedom in making choices about aspects of their lives, in 

particular with regard to socialising, than their peers from the majority community. 

Restrictions on young people’s autonomy related to particular cultural understandings 

of childhood and gender. They were also partly attributable to parental fears for their 

children’s safety in a context of significant levels of societal racism. 

-     Young Muslim women faced disapproval by some members of the Muslim community 

for their involvement in activities such as football or for their use of social media sites. 

-    There was evidence of a diversity of perspectives on such matters within the Muslim 

community. 

-   Adult respondents from the Muslim community expressed a wish that their young 

people had as many opportunities for social interaction and personal development as 

possible, as long as certain elements of Muslim culture, such as the need for 

gender-specific groups, were respected.

•    Religious Beliefs and Observance 

-    Religious faith and community were key sources of support and strength in young 

people’s lives.

-    Young people are located at the intersection of different value systems and their 

religious backgrounds played a key role in this. 

-     Negotiating these different value systems created tensions and pressures in young 

people’s lives. 

-       Religious observance had implications for young people’s participation in youth work. 

Some Muslim parents and community leaders may fear that participation in some 

youth activities may dilute or detract from the young people’s understanding and 

practice of Islam.

-      This was not regarded as an insurmountable barrier. With the support of CCRYS one 

Muslim leader had introduced structured youth activities in her mosque. 

•    Leadership and Civic/Political Participation 
-      Some of the young people wished to be involved in issue-based work affecting 

migrant young people but also young people more generally.

 

•    Racism and Exclusion 
-      All the young people had direct experiences of racism and exclusion. 

-      This took the form of ignorance, misinformation or generalisations about their countries 

or origin, their religions or their cultures. 

-      It also took the form of exclusion by classmates and bullying at school. 

-      The highly gendered nature of racism was noted. Some of the young African women 

experienced men propositioning them in public under the assumption that they were 

sex workers. 

-      The painful effects of racism on social media and of perceptions of migrants as ‘gold 

diggers’ were also discussed. 

-      The threat to young people’s safety due to the risk of racist assaults emerged.

-      The implications of this for young people’s participation in youth work were noted.

-      The constraints on young Muslims freedom arising from the climate created by macro 

social policy such as the ‘Preventing Violent Extremism’ in the UK was mentioned. 

-     Young people use a variety of strategies for coping with racism, including humour, 

complaints to teachers and self-exclusion from ‘white’ spaces.

2.   The Role of Youth Work

The implications for youth work of each of the findings in the previous section are:

 

Migration, Identity and Belonging
-      Youth work could provide a space for young people to make sense of issues relating 

to their personal and social identity in order to strengthen their sense of belonging and 

wellbeing. 

-      Youth workers may need to walk a fine line between offering support to young people 

and singling them out. This work may need to happen in gender- or identity-specific 

groups. 

•   Parental and Community Regulation 
-    Youth work may have a role in supporting young people to process the sometimes 

conflicting expectations which they may face. 

•    Religious Beliefs and Observance
-    Youth workers need to increase their religious literacy in order to understand and 

accommodate the needs of young people from observant families.

-      Youth work may have a role in supporting young people to discuss and debate differ-

ent worldviews in a safe and respectful environment. 

-      Youth workers must find ways of accommodating greater parental involvement in deci-

sions regarding their young people’s activities than has been the norm within youth 

work. 

-      Acknowledging and accommodating parental involvement in decisions does not mean 

buying into stereotypes of young women from ethnic minorities as being passive or 

without a voice. 

-      In order to widen the participation of young Muslim women in youth work, gender-spe-

cific groups will have to be provided. This does not represent a new practice within 

youth work. 

•    Leadership and Civic/Political Participation 
-      Youth work is centrally concerned with enabling young people’s voice. It is well located 

to support leadership and, where necessary, self-organisation among young people 

from ethnic minorities. 

•    Racism and Exclusion 
-    A meaningful youth work relationship can validate young people’s experiences of 

racism and support them to process its painful effects. 

-     While there is no panacea for addressing racist attitudes, critical conversations with 

young people and creative, youth-centred activities which enable cross-community 

interaction can help to challenge racism and exclusion. 

-      Such processes may depend on youth organisations building greater fluency around 

racism and diversity issues. 

-     Where young migrants cannot attend youth services due to fears of racism and person-

al safety or due to processes of ‘self-exclusion’, there is an imperative that alternative 

spaces for flexible, youth-centred support are identified and resourced.

 

Barriers to Accessing Youth Work 
The research also noted barriers to young people’s inclusion in youth work which were 

linked to how youth work is often structured and resourced.  

-      The geographical boundaries of youth organisations’ particular catchment areas may 

exclude those young people who congregate in spaces outside the areas in which 

they reside.

-      Traditional forms of outreach used by youth workers may inadvertently exclude some 

young people from ethnic minority communities. 

-      Youth work which is heavily focused on young people deemed ‘at risk’ of involvement 

in crime or addiction may not meet the current needs of many ethnic minority young 

people. 

The Potential of Youth Work
The research highlighted the relevance of youth work and the potential it offers for 

supporting young people from ethnic minorities:

-      Young people’s participation in homework clubs and in general mainstream youth 

work within some youth services were noted.

-      Through the use of youth-centred, creative methodologies.

-     The general openness of youth workers to fostering greater inclusion also emerged. 

3.   CCRYS Intercultural Youth Project: What Can We Learn?

•    CCYRS Intercultural Youth Project: What Worked Well? 
-     Its willingness and capacity to do youth work in ‘non-traditional’ youth work spaces 

such as a mosque.

-      Its outreach work and its success in building up trust with minority ethnic community 

parents and leaders.

-      The provision of direct support to local youth services. 

-     Brokering and building relationships between youth services, migrant organisations 

and members of ethnic minority communities.

•    CCYRS Intercultural Youth Project: What Were the Challenges? 
-    Lack of resources, funding cuts and continuity of engagement with local youth 

services. 

Conclusion 
-      The research confirms the continued relevance of previous strategies for intercultural 

youth work, in particular their emphasis on the fact that an ‘open door’ policy is not 

sufficient to support the participation of many young people from ethnic minority com-

munities. 

-      Additional issues such as the young people’s complex sense of personal and social 

identity, religious/cultural values systems and parental expectations are also 

emerged. Knowledge of these issues among youth workers can support the develop-

ment of inclusive and effective youth work practice with young people from ethnic 

minorities. 

-      Having a specific project or worker dedicated to intercultural work can be hugely 

beneficial. 

Recommendations
Youth organisations/workers should:

-      Acknowledge that the inclusion of young people from ethnic minorities needs to be a 

conscious and purposive part of youth work;

-     Recognise that young people from ethnic minorities often balance a complex set of 

demands and  may need support in coping with the sometimes competing expecta-

tions on them; 

-     Support young people to feel a sense of belonging and to navigate their complex 

personal and social identities; 

-      Support young people to explore the differing value systems in which they are located; 

-      Validate young people’s experiences of racism, support young people to process its 

painful effects but also provide a framework for young people to understand and chal-

lenge racism safely;

-   Build fluency around racism and diversity in order that organisations are better 

equipped to support minority inclusion in youth work;

-      Foster critical conversations on the theme of racism with all their young people to help 

to address racist attitudes;

-      Where necessary, support young people at risk of racist abuse to travel safely to their 

projects;

-      Re-examine a traditional preference for starting work with young people from minority 

ethnic communities in integrated youth work spaces; instead youth work responses 

should be led by what the young people want and need to feel safe and included. This 

may mean establishing single-identity/gender-specific groups;

-      Develop greater religious literacy;

-      Work to diversify their staff and volunteer base; 

-      Develop relationships of trust with parents and leaders from ethnic minority communi-

ties; 

-     Where appropriate, recognise and support young people to self-organise and take 

action on issues which concern them;

-       Recognise that young people may feel uncomfortable with activities which single them 

out on the basis of their migrant/ethnic minority status or which require them to be 

‘representative’ of a particular country or culture;

i. Research Rationale 
The advent of rapid in-migration to Ireland in the late 1990s/early 2000s precipitated a 

range of responses by youth organisations. In particular, a number of initiatives sought to 

identify the needs of young people from migrant communities with regard to youth work 

and to explore and overcome barriers which may exist to their accessing youth work 

services (McCrea, 2003; Foróige, 2008; Mauro-Bracken, 2009; Lynam, 2009). There is 

evidence to indicate that some young people from ethnic minorities are participating in 

youth work activities. A number of respondents to Gilligan et al’s (2010) qualitative 

research on the experience of young migrants mentioned their participation in youth work 

(Gilligan, et al, 2010) while a ‘diversity audit’ of youth services in Monaghan in 2010 found 

that in a county where 8.5% of young people were born outside Ireland, 11% of partici-

pants in youth work across the county were of migrant background (National Youth Council 

of Ireland, 2011) . 

Nonetheless, the need for new research into the issues facing young people from ethnic 

minority communities and the role of youth work in relation to same was identified by the 

intercultural youth project of CCRYS. At least five years had lapsed since the publication 

of previous strategies and it was felt that young people’s needs may have evolved. 

Through its contact with young people who had migrated to Ireland or who had been born 

in Ireland to migrant parents, and through its relationships with migrant organisations, the 

project’s workers noted that young people were grappling with a number of matters – for 

instance, issues relating to their identity and to their experiences of racism - which they felt 

not been adequately captured in earlier youth work strategies. They further believed that 

such issues could be helped through an appropriately tailored youth work response. It was 

also observed that young migrants were seeking out appropriate spaces in which to 

explore the issues they faced. While these spaces were often within migrant community 

organisations within which young people felt safe, these were organisations primarily 

designed to serve the needs of adults.

The current research was commissioned as a means of probing more deeply into the 

CCRYS intercultural project workers’ initial observations. We did not set out to evaluate the 

implementation of previous intercultural strategies; rather we wished to explore whether, 

six to twelve years since the publication of these guides, there are emergent or hitherto 

undocumented issues facing (some) young people from migrant backgrounds which are 

relevant to youth work practice. We further sought to analyse the lessons that might be 

learnt from the experiences of an intercultural project with a dedicated remit to foster the 

inclusion of ethnic minority young people in youth work. 

In undertaking this research, we do not assume that young people not currently accessing 

youth work services should do so; nor is it suggested that integration into existing main-

stream youth services is preferable to the self-organisation in which some of the young 

people with whom CCRYS came into contact are engaged. Nonetheless, we do start from 

the premise that youth work has the potential to support all young people in responding to 

the personal and social pressures they may face. The integration of young people from 

ethnic minorities through youth work or other means is often framed in terms of ‘managing’ 

migration and staving off perceived risks associated with ‘the creation of parallel societies, 

communities and urban ghettos’ (Office of the Minister for Integration, 2008). While we 

regard youth work as having the potential to facilitate a sense of belonging and to enable 

inter-community interaction and understanding, we reject the idea that youth work should 

be regarded as a mechanism to allay what ní Laoire et al (2011: 6) have termed ‘public 

anxieties around the future integration of populations that are perceived to be different and 

to not belong.’ Rather, we start from the view that all young people regardless of immigra-

tion status or ethnic origin have the right to avail of the benefits which a meaningful youth 

work relationship can bring. 

Although not our intention at the outset, for reasons of access and because of limitations 

of time and resources, our sample of young people was exclusively female .  Moreover, 

our study does not include the perspectives of young people from many migrant back-

grounds including Eastern or Central Europe and Latin America. The research does not 

therefore claim to capture the diversity of young people’s experiences; nor, given its 

small-scale nature, are its findings generalisable to other contexts in Ireland. Despite 

these limitations we proceeded with the assumption that the research could identify chal-

lenges, experiences and lessons that might resonate more widely. It is our hope that this 

research can deepen awareness of the experiences of young people from ethnic minority 

communities, provide the basis for further research and make some contribution to ongo-

ing efforts by youth organisations, funders and policy-makers to develop inclusive youth 

work services. 

ii. A Note on Terminology
First, Second and ‘1.5’ Generation Migrants

Four of our thirteen young participants were born in Ireland, while one came at the age of 

two months. As such, they form part of the growing number of ‘second generation’ 

migrants in Ireland (see Röder, 2014). Most of the participants migrated to Ireland as 

children or teenagers. These young people can thus be categorised as ‘first generation’ 

migrants. However, these labels have been described as theoretically and empirically 

‘problematic’ (Rumbaut, 2004: 1161). For instance, young people who migrated as young 

children but who have spent most of their lives in the ‘host’ country have been regarded as 

both ‘first’ and ‘second’ generation migrants (Rumbaut, 2004; Röder et al, 2014). The term 

‘1.5 generation’ has been coined as a means of referring to those young migrants ‘who 

came with their parents at an early age and underwent much of their primary socialisation 

in the host country’ (Aparicio, 2007: 1170). Two of our young participants can be 

described in these terms. We recognise that no category can adequately capture the 

diversity or complexity of young people’s lives and we tried throughout the research to 

enable the research participants to define their own experiences in a manner which was 

not proscribed by pre-determined labels or categories. In general, we use the term ‘young 

people’ to describe the participants, indicating, where relevant, the particular ethnic group 

to which they belong. 

Intercultural Youth Work

The term ‘intercultural youth work’ is used at various points throughout this report. We are 

using this term in a general sense to refer to youth work practice which consciously seeks 

to support the participation of ethnic minority young people, which challenges racism and 

which supports young people from the majority ethnic community to make sense of the 

multicultural context in which they live. 

i. Data Collection
The research took place between January and June 2015 using two principal methods — 

in-depth semi-structured qualitative interviews and focus groups. The interviews were 

held with the two workers from CCRYS intercultural youth project, two youth workers from 

youth projects in the Canal Communities area and a Muslim parent and volunteer (see 

table 1 below for summary; see appendix A for interview and focus group guides). 

Focus groups were carried out with three sets of research participants. One focus group 

comprised leaders from minority ethnic communities and one Irish participant from a 

faith-based organisation, each of whom had direct experience of engaging with migrant 

young people (see table 2). This focus group broadly followed the same questions as the 

interviews.

 

The other two focus groups took place with young people directly. Eight young women 

who had migrated to Ireland from Africa participated in the first of these. These young 

women were members of a group that was established to discuss and take action on the 

issues affecting them. This group was affiliated with a migrant women’s organisation. A 

number of them had taken part in leadership training provided by CCRYS. There were 

aged between 20 and 24 years. Given their age and experience, these young people were 

able to offer a reflective analysis of their experiences as young migrants and, where appli-

cable, of their experiences of participation in youth work (see table 3).

The second focus group with young people involved a group of five young people aged 

between 10 and 15 who were participants in a group initiated by a leader in their mosque 

(see table 4). Four of these young people had been born in Ireland to migrant parents. 

One was born in a country in North Africa and migrated to Ireland with her parents as a 

baby. Through her outreach work at their mosque, one of the workers with CCRYS’s inter-

cultural youth project had developed a relationship with this leader and with the young 

women themselves.

During the focus groups, the young participants were invited to complete a questionnaire 

in order to gather specific information about their individual background and identity. Two 

interactive, youth-centred activities were carried out to explore and discuss ideas of 

culture, identity, sense of belonging as well as experience of racism and discrimination. 

The activities were participatory, ensuring that the young people could lead the conversa-

tion to areas they wished to discuss, while also allowing the facilitator to seek further 

details, as appropriate, when something was not clear or not stated directly. The inter-

views lasted between 45-90 minutes and the focus groups took between 90 minutes and 

two hours.

Table 2. Focus Group 1: Community and Religious Leaders

Table 3. Focus group 2: Young Women of African Origin

 

Table 4. Focus group 3: Young Muslim Women  

10

-      Evaluate the efficacy of their outreach strategies to ensure that ethnic minority young 

people are not being inadvertently excluded;

-      Examine norms and cultural practices within their organisations and evaluate whether 

these may be difficult for young people from ethnic minority communities to navigate.

Youth organisations and funders should:

-      Acknowledge that funding cuts to youth work can lead to ‘fire-fighting’ and reduce the 

capacity for furthering inclusive practice;

-      Recognise the efficacy of a dedicated project or worker in supporting youth work with 

young people from ethnic minorities and allocate resources accordingly; 

-     Explore ways of replicating or adapting the model spearheaded by CCRYS on a 

regional basis and in a manner which suits local needs.  

This report documents the perspectives of young people, youth workers and community 

leaders in relation to the current and potential role of youth work in the lives of young 

people from ethnic minority communities. It is based on small-scale, exploratory, qualita-

tive research whose principal aims were:

•    To identify some of the issues facing young people from ethnic minority communities, 

in particular first and second generation migrant young people, and to explore the 

relevance of these for youth work;

•    To examine the lessons that can be learnt from a community-based project dedicated 

to promoting the inclusion of ethnic minority young people in youth work.  

This research was initiated by the intercultural youth project of Canal Communities 

Regional Youth Service (CCRYS). CCRYS established an intercultural youth project in 

January 2014 following a successful application to the European Integration Fund. CCRYS 

had previously worked in partnership with the Canal Communities Intercultural Centre 

(CCIC) in developing the ‘Canal Communities Intercultural Strategy for Youth Work’ 

(Lynam, 2009) and it sought to continue this work through the establishment of a dedicat-

ed intercultural project within its services. The remit of the project was to mainstream inter-

cultural youth work practice and to increase ethnic minority participation in youth work in 

the Bluebell, Rialto and Inchicore areas of Dublin. It employed one development worker 

and one co-ordinator. Both of its employees were experienced youth workers. The project 

ceased operating in June 2015 .   

This report proceeds as follows. We begin with a brief outline of the rationale for the 

research together with an account of its methodology and ethical considerations. We then 

provide a short review of relevant literature before turning to an analysis of our findings. 

The report closes with some brief conclusions and some recommendations for practice.

 

3

  The Immigrant Council of Ireland has recently published a study of the experiences of young male migrants 
which highlights some overlapping concerns (see Szlovák and Szewczyk, 2015). 

3



This report documents the perspectives of young people, youth workers and community 

leaders in relation to the current and potential role of youth work in the lives of young 

people from ethnic minority communities. It is based on small-scale, exploratory, qualita-

tive research whose principal aims were:

•    To identify some of the issues facing young people from ethnic minority communities, 

in particular first and second generation migrant young people, and to explore the 

relevance of these for youth work;

•    To examine the lessons that can be learnt from a community-based project dedicated 

to promoting the inclusion of ethnic minority young people in youth work.  

Methods
The research took place between January and June 2015 using two principal methods — 

in-depth semi-structured interviews and focus groups. The interviewees were:

•    Two workers with the Canal Communities Regional Youth Services intercultural youth 

project;

•    Two youth workers with youth projects in the Canal Communities area;

•    A parent of Muslim young people with whom the CCRYS project had worked.

There were three focus groups involving:

•    Leaders from minority ethnic communities and an Irish participant from a faith-based 

organisation, each of whom worked with young people from ethnic minorities;

•    Eight young women between the ages of 20 and 24 years who had migrated to Ireland 

from a range of African countries;

•    Five young Muslim women aged between 10 and 15, four of whom were born in Ireland 

and one of whom migrated to Ireland as a baby.

For reasons of access and because of limitations of time and resources, our sample of 

young people was exclusively female. The research does not include the perspectives of 

young people from many other migrant communities living in Ireland, such as those from 

Eastern and Central Europe or Latin America.

Key Findings
1.   Issues Experienced by Young People from Ethnic Minority Communities

•    Migration, Identity and Belonging
-    Young people, particularly those who were born in Ireland or who arrived here as 

children, may feel an affinity with more than one national or cultural identity. 

-    Some of these young people can face difficulties in navigating and expressing the 

different aspects of their ethnic and cultural identities. 

-    Many young people do not identify with their ‘country of origin’ as strongly as their 

parents or older siblings. 

-      They may face pressure to keep aspects of their parents’ culture. Conversely, others 

may face pressure from their parents to take on aspects of the dominant culture.

-      Young people can also feel uncomfortable with particular labels or with approaches 

by schools or youth clubs which make them feel different at a time when they wish to 

blend in with their peers. 

-     Paradoxically, the need for a space for young people to process those very factors 

which render them different was also identified.  

•    Parental and Community Regulation 
-    Young people reported having to deal with differences between the expectations of 

their parents or communities and those of their peers and the wider ‘Irish’ community. 

-     The young people had less freedom in making choices about aspects of their lives, in 

particular with regard to socialising, than their peers from the majority community. 

Restrictions on young people’s autonomy related to particular cultural understandings 

of childhood and gender. They were also partly attributable to parental fears for their 

children’s safety in a context of significant levels of societal racism. 

-     Young Muslim women faced disapproval by some members of the Muslim community 

for their involvement in activities such as football or for their use of social media sites. 

-    There was evidence of a diversity of perspectives on such matters within the Muslim 

community. 

-   Adult respondents from the Muslim community expressed a wish that their young 

people had as many opportunities for social interaction and personal development as 

possible, as long as certain elements of Muslim culture, such as the need for 

gender-specific groups, were respected.

•    Religious Beliefs and Observance 

-    Religious faith and community were key sources of support and strength in young 

people’s lives.

-    Young people are located at the intersection of different value systems and their 

religious backgrounds played a key role in this. 

-     Negotiating these different value systems created tensions and pressures in young 

people’s lives. 

-       Religious observance had implications for young people’s participation in youth work. 

Some Muslim parents and community leaders may fear that participation in some 

youth activities may dilute or detract from the young people’s understanding and 

practice of Islam.

-      This was not regarded as an insurmountable barrier. With the support of CCRYS one 

Muslim leader had introduced structured youth activities in her mosque. 

•    Leadership and Civic/Political Participation 
-      Some of the young people wished to be involved in issue-based work affecting 

migrant young people but also young people more generally.

 

•    Racism and Exclusion 
-      All the young people had direct experiences of racism and exclusion. 

-      This took the form of ignorance, misinformation or generalisations about their countries 

or origin, their religions or their cultures. 

-      It also took the form of exclusion by classmates and bullying at school. 

-      The highly gendered nature of racism was noted. Some of the young African women 

experienced men propositioning them in public under the assumption that they were 

sex workers. 

-      The painful effects of racism on social media and of perceptions of migrants as ‘gold 

diggers’ were also discussed. 

-      The threat to young people’s safety due to the risk of racist assaults emerged.

-      The implications of this for young people’s participation in youth work were noted.

-      The constraints on young Muslims freedom arising from the climate created by macro 

social policy such as the ‘Preventing Violent Extremism’ in the UK was mentioned. 

-     Young people use a variety of strategies for coping with racism, including humour, 

complaints to teachers and self-exclusion from ‘white’ spaces.

2.   The Role of Youth Work

The implications for youth work of each of the findings in the previous section are:

 

Migration, Identity and Belonging
-      Youth work could provide a space for young people to make sense of issues relating 

to their personal and social identity in order to strengthen their sense of belonging and 

wellbeing. 

-      Youth workers may need to walk a fine line between offering support to young people 

and singling them out. This work may need to happen in gender- or identity-specific 

groups. 

•   Parental and Community Regulation 
-    Youth work may have a role in supporting young people to process the sometimes 

conflicting expectations which they may face. 

•    Religious Beliefs and Observance
-    Youth workers need to increase their religious literacy in order to understand and 

accommodate the needs of young people from observant families.

-      Youth work may have a role in supporting young people to discuss and debate differ-

ent worldviews in a safe and respectful environment. 

-      Youth workers must find ways of accommodating greater parental involvement in deci-

sions regarding their young people’s activities than has been the norm within youth 

work. 

-      Acknowledging and accommodating parental involvement in decisions does not mean 

buying into stereotypes of young women from ethnic minorities as being passive or 

without a voice. 

-      In order to widen the participation of young Muslim women in youth work, gender-spe-

cific groups will have to be provided. This does not represent a new practice within 

youth work. 

•    Leadership and Civic/Political Participation 
-      Youth work is centrally concerned with enabling young people’s voice. It is well located 

to support leadership and, where necessary, self-organisation among young people 

from ethnic minorities. 

•    Racism and Exclusion 
-    A meaningful youth work relationship can validate young people’s experiences of 

racism and support them to process its painful effects. 

-     While there is no panacea for addressing racist attitudes, critical conversations with 

young people and creative, youth-centred activities which enable cross-community 

interaction can help to challenge racism and exclusion. 

-      Such processes may depend on youth organisations building greater fluency around 

racism and diversity issues. 

-     Where young migrants cannot attend youth services due to fears of racism and person-

al safety or due to processes of ‘self-exclusion’, there is an imperative that alternative 

spaces for flexible, youth-centred support are identified and resourced.

 

Barriers to Accessing Youth Work 
The research also noted barriers to young people’s inclusion in youth work which were 

linked to how youth work is often structured and resourced.  

-      The geographical boundaries of youth organisations’ particular catchment areas may 

exclude those young people who congregate in spaces outside the areas in which 

they reside.

-      Traditional forms of outreach used by youth workers may inadvertently exclude some 

young people from ethnic minority communities. 

-      Youth work which is heavily focused on young people deemed ‘at risk’ of involvement 

in crime or addiction may not meet the current needs of many ethnic minority young 

people. 

The Potential of Youth Work
The research highlighted the relevance of youth work and the potential it offers for 

supporting young people from ethnic minorities:

-      Young people’s participation in homework clubs and in general mainstream youth 

work within some youth services were noted.

-      Through the use of youth-centred, creative methodologies.

-     The general openness of youth workers to fostering greater inclusion also emerged. 

3.   CCRYS Intercultural Youth Project: What Can We Learn?

•    CCYRS Intercultural Youth Project: What Worked Well? 
-     Its willingness and capacity to do youth work in ‘non-traditional’ youth work spaces 

such as a mosque.

-      Its outreach work and its success in building up trust with minority ethnic community 

parents and leaders.

-      The provision of direct support to local youth services. 

-     Brokering and building relationships between youth services, migrant organisations 

and members of ethnic minority communities.

•    CCYRS Intercultural Youth Project: What Were the Challenges? 
-    Lack of resources, funding cuts and continuity of engagement with local youth 

services. 

Conclusion 
-      The research confirms the continued relevance of previous strategies for intercultural 

youth work, in particular their emphasis on the fact that an ‘open door’ policy is not 

sufficient to support the participation of many young people from ethnic minority com-

munities. 

-      Additional issues such as the young people’s complex sense of personal and social 

identity, religious/cultural values systems and parental expectations are also 

emerged. Knowledge of these issues among youth workers can support the develop-

ment of inclusive and effective youth work practice with young people from ethnic 

minorities. 

-      Having a specific project or worker dedicated to intercultural work can be hugely 

beneficial. 

Recommendations
Youth organisations/workers should:

-      Acknowledge that the inclusion of young people from ethnic minorities needs to be a 

conscious and purposive part of youth work;

-     Recognise that young people from ethnic minorities often balance a complex set of 

demands and  may need support in coping with the sometimes competing expecta-

tions on them; 

-     Support young people to feel a sense of belonging and to navigate their complex 

personal and social identities; 

-      Support young people to explore the differing value systems in which they are located; 

-      Validate young people’s experiences of racism, support young people to process its 

painful effects but also provide a framework for young people to understand and chal-

lenge racism safely;

-   Build fluency around racism and diversity in order that organisations are better 

equipped to support minority inclusion in youth work;

-      Foster critical conversations on the theme of racism with all their young people to help 

to address racist attitudes;

-      Where necessary, support young people at risk of racist abuse to travel safely to their 

projects;

-      Re-examine a traditional preference for starting work with young people from minority 

ethnic communities in integrated youth work spaces; instead youth work responses 

should be led by what the young people want and need to feel safe and included. This 

may mean establishing single-identity/gender-specific groups;

-      Develop greater religious literacy;

-      Work to diversify their staff and volunteer base; 

-      Develop relationships of trust with parents and leaders from ethnic minority communi-

ties; 

-     Where appropriate, recognise and support young people to self-organise and take 

action on issues which concern them;

-       Recognise that young people may feel uncomfortable with activities which single them 

out on the basis of their migrant/ethnic minority status or which require them to be 

‘representative’ of a particular country or culture;

i. Research Rationale 
The advent of rapid in-migration to Ireland in the late 1990s/early 2000s precipitated a 

range of responses by youth organisations. In particular, a number of initiatives sought to 

identify the needs of young people from migrant communities with regard to youth work 

and to explore and overcome barriers which may exist to their accessing youth work 

services (McCrea, 2003; Foróige, 2008; Mauro-Bracken, 2009; Lynam, 2009). There is 

evidence to indicate that some young people from ethnic minorities are participating in 

youth work activities. A number of respondents to Gilligan et al’s (2010) qualitative 

research on the experience of young migrants mentioned their participation in youth work 

(Gilligan, et al, 2010) while a ‘diversity audit’ of youth services in Monaghan in 2010 found 

that in a county where 8.5% of young people were born outside Ireland, 11% of partici-

pants in youth work across the county were of migrant background (National Youth Council 

of Ireland, 2011) . 

Nonetheless, the need for new research into the issues facing young people from ethnic 

minority communities and the role of youth work in relation to same was identified by the 

intercultural youth project of CCRYS. At least five years had lapsed since the publication 

of previous strategies and it was felt that young people’s needs may have evolved. 

Through its contact with young people who had migrated to Ireland or who had been born 

in Ireland to migrant parents, and through its relationships with migrant organisations, the 

project’s workers noted that young people were grappling with a number of matters – for 

instance, issues relating to their identity and to their experiences of racism - which they felt 

not been adequately captured in earlier youth work strategies. They further believed that 

such issues could be helped through an appropriately tailored youth work response. It was 

also observed that young migrants were seeking out appropriate spaces in which to 

explore the issues they faced. While these spaces were often within migrant community 

organisations within which young people felt safe, these were organisations primarily 

designed to serve the needs of adults.

The current research was commissioned as a means of probing more deeply into the 

CCRYS intercultural project workers’ initial observations. We did not set out to evaluate the 

implementation of previous intercultural strategies; rather we wished to explore whether, 

six to twelve years since the publication of these guides, there are emergent or hitherto 

undocumented issues facing (some) young people from migrant backgrounds which are 

relevant to youth work practice. We further sought to analyse the lessons that might be 

learnt from the experiences of an intercultural project with a dedicated remit to foster the 

inclusion of ethnic minority young people in youth work. 

In undertaking this research, we do not assume that young people not currently accessing 

youth work services should do so; nor is it suggested that integration into existing main-

stream youth services is preferable to the self-organisation in which some of the young 

people with whom CCRYS came into contact are engaged. Nonetheless, we do start from 

the premise that youth work has the potential to support all young people in responding to 

the personal and social pressures they may face. The integration of young people from 

ethnic minorities through youth work or other means is often framed in terms of ‘managing’ 

migration and staving off perceived risks associated with ‘the creation of parallel societies, 

communities and urban ghettos’ (Office of the Minister for Integration, 2008). While we 

regard youth work as having the potential to facilitate a sense of belonging and to enable 

inter-community interaction and understanding, we reject the idea that youth work should 

be regarded as a mechanism to allay what ní Laoire et al (2011: 6) have termed ‘public 

anxieties around the future integration of populations that are perceived to be different and 

to not belong.’ Rather, we start from the view that all young people regardless of immigra-

tion status or ethnic origin have the right to avail of the benefits which a meaningful youth 

work relationship can bring. 

Although not our intention at the outset, for reasons of access and because of limitations 

of time and resources, our sample of young people was exclusively female .  Moreover, 

our study does not include the perspectives of young people from many migrant back-

grounds including Eastern or Central Europe and Latin America. The research does not 

therefore claim to capture the diversity of young people’s experiences; nor, given its 

small-scale nature, are its findings generalisable to other contexts in Ireland. Despite 

these limitations we proceeded with the assumption that the research could identify chal-

lenges, experiences and lessons that might resonate more widely. It is our hope that this 

research can deepen awareness of the experiences of young people from ethnic minority 

communities, provide the basis for further research and make some contribution to ongo-

ing efforts by youth organisations, funders and policy-makers to develop inclusive youth 

work services. 

ii. A Note on Terminology
First, Second and ‘1.5’ Generation Migrants

Four of our thirteen young participants were born in Ireland, while one came at the age of 

two months. As such, they form part of the growing number of ‘second generation’ 

migrants in Ireland (see Röder, 2014). Most of the participants migrated to Ireland as 

children or teenagers. These young people can thus be categorised as ‘first generation’ 

migrants. However, these labels have been described as theoretically and empirically 

‘problematic’ (Rumbaut, 2004: 1161). For instance, young people who migrated as young 

children but who have spent most of their lives in the ‘host’ country have been regarded as 

both ‘first’ and ‘second’ generation migrants (Rumbaut, 2004; Röder et al, 2014). The term 

‘1.5 generation’ has been coined as a means of referring to those young migrants ‘who 

came with their parents at an early age and underwent much of their primary socialisation 

in the host country’ (Aparicio, 2007: 1170). Two of our young participants can be 

described in these terms. We recognise that no category can adequately capture the 

diversity or complexity of young people’s lives and we tried throughout the research to 

enable the research participants to define their own experiences in a manner which was 

not proscribed by pre-determined labels or categories. In general, we use the term ‘young 

people’ to describe the participants, indicating, where relevant, the particular ethnic group 

to which they belong. 

Intercultural Youth Work

The term ‘intercultural youth work’ is used at various points throughout this report. We are 

using this term in a general sense to refer to youth work practice which consciously seeks 

to support the participation of ethnic minority young people, which challenges racism and 

which supports young people from the majority ethnic community to make sense of the 

multicultural context in which they live. 

i. Data Collection
The research took place between January and June 2015 using two principal methods — 

in-depth semi-structured qualitative interviews and focus groups. The interviews were 

held with the two workers from CCRYS intercultural youth project, two youth workers from 

youth projects in the Canal Communities area and a Muslim parent and volunteer (see 

table 1 below for summary; see appendix A for interview and focus group guides). 

Focus groups were carried out with three sets of research participants. One focus group 

comprised leaders from minority ethnic communities and one Irish participant from a 

faith-based organisation, each of whom had direct experience of engaging with migrant 

young people (see table 2). This focus group broadly followed the same questions as the 

interviews.

 

The other two focus groups took place with young people directly. Eight young women 

who had migrated to Ireland from Africa participated in the first of these. These young 

women were members of a group that was established to discuss and take action on the 

issues affecting them. This group was affiliated with a migrant women’s organisation. A 

number of them had taken part in leadership training provided by CCRYS. There were 

aged between 20 and 24 years. Given their age and experience, these young people were 

able to offer a reflective analysis of their experiences as young migrants and, where appli-

cable, of their experiences of participation in youth work (see table 3).

The second focus group with young people involved a group of five young people aged 

between 10 and 15 who were participants in a group initiated by a leader in their mosque 

(see table 4). Four of these young people had been born in Ireland to migrant parents. 

One was born in a country in North Africa and migrated to Ireland with her parents as a 

baby. Through her outreach work at their mosque, one of the workers with CCRYS’s inter-

cultural youth project had developed a relationship with this leader and with the young 

women themselves.

During the focus groups, the young participants were invited to complete a questionnaire 

in order to gather specific information about their individual background and identity. Two 

interactive, youth-centred activities were carried out to explore and discuss ideas of 

culture, identity, sense of belonging as well as experience of racism and discrimination. 

The activities were participatory, ensuring that the young people could lead the conversa-

tion to areas they wished to discuss, while also allowing the facilitator to seek further 

details, as appropriate, when something was not clear or not stated directly. The inter-

views lasted between 45-90 minutes and the focus groups took between 90 minutes and 

two hours.

Table 2. Focus Group 1: Community and Religious Leaders

Table 3. Focus group 2: Young Women of African Origin
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-      Evaluate the efficacy of their outreach strategies to ensure that ethnic minority young 

people are not being inadvertently excluded;

-      Examine norms and cultural practices within their organisations and evaluate whether 

these may be difficult for young people from ethnic minority communities to navigate.

Youth organisations and funders should:

-      Acknowledge that funding cuts to youth work can lead to ‘fire-fighting’ and reduce the 

capacity for furthering inclusive practice;

-      Recognise the efficacy of a dedicated project or worker in supporting youth work with 

young people from ethnic minorities and allocate resources accordingly; 

-     Explore ways of replicating or adapting the model spearheaded by CCRYS on a 

regional basis and in a manner which suits local needs.  

This report documents the perspectives of young people, youth workers and community 

leaders in relation to the current and potential role of youth work in the lives of young 

people from ethnic minority communities. It is based on small-scale, exploratory, qualita-

tive research whose principal aims were:

•    To identify some of the issues facing young people from ethnic minority communities, 

in particular first and second generation migrant young people, and to explore the 

relevance of these for youth work;

•    To examine the lessons that can be learnt from a community-based project dedicated 

to promoting the inclusion of ethnic minority young people in youth work.  

This research was initiated by the intercultural youth project of Canal Communities 

Regional Youth Service (CCRYS). CCRYS established an intercultural youth project in 

January 2014 following a successful application to the European Integration Fund. CCRYS 

had previously worked in partnership with the Canal Communities Intercultural Centre 

(CCIC) in developing the ‘Canal Communities Intercultural Strategy for Youth Work’ 

(Lynam, 2009) and it sought to continue this work through the establishment of a dedicat-

ed intercultural project within its services. The remit of the project was to mainstream inter-

cultural youth work practice and to increase ethnic minority participation in youth work in 

the Bluebell, Rialto and Inchicore areas of Dublin. It employed one development worker 

and one co-ordinator. Both of its employees were experienced youth workers. The project 

ceased operating in June 2015 .   

This report proceeds as follows. We begin with a brief outline of the rationale for the 

research together with an account of its methodology and ethical considerations. We then 

provide a short review of relevant literature before turning to an analysis of our findings. 

The report closes with some brief conclusions and some recommendations for practice.

 



This report documents the perspectives of young people, youth workers and community 

leaders in relation to the current and potential role of youth work in the lives of young 

people from ethnic minority communities. It is based on small-scale, exploratory, qualita-

tive research whose principal aims were:

•    To identify some of the issues facing young people from ethnic minority communities, 

in particular first and second generation migrant young people, and to explore the 

relevance of these for youth work;

•    To examine the lessons that can be learnt from a community-based project dedicated 

to promoting the inclusion of ethnic minority young people in youth work.  

Methods
The research took place between January and June 2015 using two principal methods — 

in-depth semi-structured interviews and focus groups. The interviewees were:

•    Two workers with the Canal Communities Regional Youth Services intercultural youth 

project;

•    Two youth workers with youth projects in the Canal Communities area;

•    A parent of Muslim young people with whom the CCRYS project had worked.

There were three focus groups involving:

•    Leaders from minority ethnic communities and an Irish participant from a faith-based 

organisation, each of whom worked with young people from ethnic minorities;

•    Eight young women between the ages of 20 and 24 years who had migrated to Ireland 

from a range of African countries;

•    Five young Muslim women aged between 10 and 15, four of whom were born in Ireland 

and one of whom migrated to Ireland as a baby.

For reasons of access and because of limitations of time and resources, our sample of 

young people was exclusively female. The research does not include the perspectives of 

young people from many other migrant communities living in Ireland, such as those from 

Eastern and Central Europe or Latin America.

Key Findings
1.   Issues Experienced by Young People from Ethnic Minority Communities

•    Migration, Identity and Belonging
-    Young people, particularly those who were born in Ireland or who arrived here as 

children, may feel an affinity with more than one national or cultural identity. 

-    Some of these young people can face difficulties in navigating and expressing the 

different aspects of their ethnic and cultural identities. 

-    Many young people do not identify with their ‘country of origin’ as strongly as their 

parents or older siblings. 

-      They may face pressure to keep aspects of their parents’ culture. Conversely, others 

may face pressure from their parents to take on aspects of the dominant culture.

-      Young people can also feel uncomfortable with particular labels or with approaches 

by schools or youth clubs which make them feel different at a time when they wish to 

blend in with their peers. 

-     Paradoxically, the need for a space for young people to process those very factors 

which render them different was also identified.  

•    Parental and Community Regulation 
-    Young people reported having to deal with differences between the expectations of 

their parents or communities and those of their peers and the wider ‘Irish’ community. 

-     The young people had less freedom in making choices about aspects of their lives, in 

particular with regard to socialising, than their peers from the majority community. 

Restrictions on young people’s autonomy related to particular cultural understandings 

of childhood and gender. They were also partly attributable to parental fears for their 

children’s safety in a context of significant levels of societal racism. 

-     Young Muslim women faced disapproval by some members of the Muslim community 

for their involvement in activities such as football or for their use of social media sites. 

-    There was evidence of a diversity of perspectives on such matters within the Muslim 

community. 

-   Adult respondents from the Muslim community expressed a wish that their young 

people had as many opportunities for social interaction and personal development as 

possible, as long as certain elements of Muslim culture, such as the need for 

gender-specific groups, were respected.

•    Religious Beliefs and Observance 

-    Religious faith and community were key sources of support and strength in young 

people’s lives.

-    Young people are located at the intersection of different value systems and their 

religious backgrounds played a key role in this. 

-     Negotiating these different value systems created tensions and pressures in young 

people’s lives. 

-       Religious observance had implications for young people’s participation in youth work. 

Some Muslim parents and community leaders may fear that participation in some 

youth activities may dilute or detract from the young people’s understanding and 

practice of Islam.

-      This was not regarded as an insurmountable barrier. With the support of CCRYS one 

Muslim leader had introduced structured youth activities in her mosque. 

•    Leadership and Civic/Political Participation 
-      Some of the young people wished to be involved in issue-based work affecting 

migrant young people but also young people more generally.

 

•    Racism and Exclusion 
-      All the young people had direct experiences of racism and exclusion. 

-      This took the form of ignorance, misinformation or generalisations about their countries 

or origin, their religions or their cultures. 

-      It also took the form of exclusion by classmates and bullying at school. 

-      The highly gendered nature of racism was noted. Some of the young African women 

experienced men propositioning them in public under the assumption that they were 

sex workers. 

-      The painful effects of racism on social media and of perceptions of migrants as ‘gold 

diggers’ were also discussed. 

-      The threat to young people’s safety due to the risk of racist assaults emerged.

-      The implications of this for young people’s participation in youth work were noted.

-      The constraints on young Muslims freedom arising from the climate created by macro 

social policy such as the ‘Preventing Violent Extremism’ in the UK was mentioned. 

-     Young people use a variety of strategies for coping with racism, including humour, 

complaints to teachers and self-exclusion from ‘white’ spaces.

2.   The Role of Youth Work

The implications for youth work of each of the findings in the previous section are:

 

Migration, Identity and Belonging
-      Youth work could provide a space for young people to make sense of issues relating 

to their personal and social identity in order to strengthen their sense of belonging and 

wellbeing. 

-      Youth workers may need to walk a fine line between offering support to young people 

and singling them out. This work may need to happen in gender- or identity-specific 

groups. 

•   Parental and Community Regulation 
-    Youth work may have a role in supporting young people to process the sometimes 

conflicting expectations which they may face. 

•    Religious Beliefs and Observance
-    Youth workers need to increase their religious literacy in order to understand and 

accommodate the needs of young people from observant families.

-      Youth work may have a role in supporting young people to discuss and debate differ-

ent worldviews in a safe and respectful environment. 

-      Youth workers must find ways of accommodating greater parental involvement in deci-

sions regarding their young people’s activities than has been the norm within youth 

work. 

-      Acknowledging and accommodating parental involvement in decisions does not mean 

buying into stereotypes of young women from ethnic minorities as being passive or 

without a voice. 

-      In order to widen the participation of young Muslim women in youth work, gender-spe-

cific groups will have to be provided. This does not represent a new practice within 

youth work. 

•    Leadership and Civic/Political Participation 
-      Youth work is centrally concerned with enabling young people’s voice. It is well located 

to support leadership and, where necessary, self-organisation among young people 

from ethnic minorities. 

•    Racism and Exclusion 
-    A meaningful youth work relationship can validate young people’s experiences of 

racism and support them to process its painful effects. 

-     While there is no panacea for addressing racist attitudes, critical conversations with 

young people and creative, youth-centred activities which enable cross-community 

interaction can help to challenge racism and exclusion. 

-      Such processes may depend on youth organisations building greater fluency around 

racism and diversity issues. 

-     Where young migrants cannot attend youth services due to fears of racism and person-

al safety or due to processes of ‘self-exclusion’, there is an imperative that alternative 

spaces for flexible, youth-centred support are identified and resourced.

 

Barriers to Accessing Youth Work 
The research also noted barriers to young people’s inclusion in youth work which were 

linked to how youth work is often structured and resourced.  

-      The geographical boundaries of youth organisations’ particular catchment areas may 

exclude those young people who congregate in spaces outside the areas in which 

they reside.

-      Traditional forms of outreach used by youth workers may inadvertently exclude some 

young people from ethnic minority communities. 

-      Youth work which is heavily focused on young people deemed ‘at risk’ of involvement 

in crime or addiction may not meet the current needs of many ethnic minority young 

people. 

The Potential of Youth Work
The research highlighted the relevance of youth work and the potential it offers for 

supporting young people from ethnic minorities:

-      Young people’s participation in homework clubs and in general mainstream youth 

work within some youth services were noted.

-      Through the use of youth-centred, creative methodologies.

-     The general openness of youth workers to fostering greater inclusion also emerged. 

3.   CCRYS Intercultural Youth Project: What Can We Learn?

•    CCYRS Intercultural Youth Project: What Worked Well? 
-     Its willingness and capacity to do youth work in ‘non-traditional’ youth work spaces 

such as a mosque.

-      Its outreach work and its success in building up trust with minority ethnic community 

parents and leaders.

-      The provision of direct support to local youth services. 

-     Brokering and building relationships between youth services, migrant organisations 

and members of ethnic minority communities.

•    CCYRS Intercultural Youth Project: What Were the Challenges? 
-    Lack of resources, funding cuts and continuity of engagement with local youth 

services. 

Conclusion 
-      The research confirms the continued relevance of previous strategies for intercultural 

youth work, in particular their emphasis on the fact that an ‘open door’ policy is not 

sufficient to support the participation of many young people from ethnic minority com-

munities. 

-      Additional issues such as the young people’s complex sense of personal and social 

identity, religious/cultural values systems and parental expectations are also 

emerged. Knowledge of these issues among youth workers can support the develop-

ment of inclusive and effective youth work practice with young people from ethnic 

minorities. 

-      Having a specific project or worker dedicated to intercultural work can be hugely 

beneficial. 

Recommendations
Youth organisations/workers should:

-      Acknowledge that the inclusion of young people from ethnic minorities needs to be a 

conscious and purposive part of youth work;

-     Recognise that young people from ethnic minorities often balance a complex set of 

demands and  may need support in coping with the sometimes competing expecta-

tions on them; 

-     Support young people to feel a sense of belonging and to navigate their complex 

personal and social identities; 

-      Support young people to explore the differing value systems in which they are located; 

-      Validate young people’s experiences of racism, support young people to process its 

painful effects but also provide a framework for young people to understand and chal-

lenge racism safely;

-   Build fluency around racism and diversity in order that organisations are better 

equipped to support minority inclusion in youth work;

-      Foster critical conversations on the theme of racism with all their young people to help 

to address racist attitudes;

-      Where necessary, support young people at risk of racist abuse to travel safely to their 

projects;

-      Re-examine a traditional preference for starting work with young people from minority 

ethnic communities in integrated youth work spaces; instead youth work responses 

should be led by what the young people want and need to feel safe and included. This 

may mean establishing single-identity/gender-specific groups;

-      Develop greater religious literacy;

-      Work to diversify their staff and volunteer base; 

-      Develop relationships of trust with parents and leaders from ethnic minority communi-

ties; 

-     Where appropriate, recognise and support young people to self-organise and take 

action on issues which concern them;

-       Recognise that young people may feel uncomfortable with activities which single them 

out on the basis of their migrant/ethnic minority status or which require them to be 

‘representative’ of a particular country or culture;

i. Data Collection
The research took place between January and June 2015 using two principal methods — 

in-depth semi-structured qualitative interviews and focus groups. The interviews were 

held with the two workers from CCRYS intercultural youth project, two youth workers from 

youth projects in the Canal Communities area and a Muslim parent and volunteer (see 

table 1 below for summary; see appendix A for interview and focus group guides). 

Focus groups were carried out with three sets of research participants. One focus group 

comprised leaders from minority ethnic communities and one Irish participant from a 

faith-based organisation, each of whom had direct experience of engaging with migrant 

young people (see table 2). This focus group broadly followed the same questions as the 

interviews.

 

The other two focus groups took place with young people directly. Eight young women 

who had migrated to Ireland from Africa participated in the first of these. These young 

women were members of a group that was established to discuss and take action on the 

issues affecting them. This group was affiliated with a migrant women’s organisation. A 

number of them had taken part in leadership training provided by CCRYS. There were 

aged between 20 and 24 years. Given their age and experience, these young people were 

able to offer a reflective analysis of their experiences as young migrants and, where appli-

cable, of their experiences of participation in youth work (see table 3).

The second focus group with young people involved a group of five young people aged 

between 10 and 15 who were participants in a group initiated by a leader in their mosque 

(see table 4). Four of these young people had been born in Ireland to migrant parents. 

One was born in a country in North Africa and migrated to Ireland with her parents as a 

baby. Through her outreach work at their mosque, one of the workers with CCRYS’s inter-

cultural youth project had developed a relationship with this leader and with the young 

women themselves.

During the focus groups, the young participants were invited to complete a questionnaire 

in order to gather specific information about their individual background and identity. Two 

interactive, youth-centred activities were carried out to explore and discuss ideas of 

culture, identity, sense of belonging as well as experience of racism and discrimination. 

The activities were participatory, ensuring that the young people could lead the conversa-

tion to areas they wished to discuss, while also allowing the facilitator to seek further 

details, as appropriate, when something was not clear or not stated directly. The inter-

views lasted between 45-90 minutes and the focus groups took between 90 minutes and 

two hours.

Table 2. Focus Group 1: Community and Religious Leaders

Table 3. Focus group 2: Young Women of African Origin

 

Table 4. Focus group 3: Young Muslim Women  

2. Methods
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-      Evaluate the efficacy of their outreach strategies to ensure that ethnic minority young 

people are not being inadvertently excluded;

-      Examine norms and cultural practices within their organisations and evaluate whether 

these may be difficult for young people from ethnic minority communities to navigate.

Youth organisations and funders should:

-      Acknowledge that funding cuts to youth work can lead to ‘fire-fighting’ and reduce the 

capacity for furthering inclusive practice;

-      Recognise the efficacy of a dedicated project or worker in supporting youth work with 

young people from ethnic minorities and allocate resources accordingly; 

-     Explore ways of replicating or adapting the model spearheaded by CCRYS on a 

regional basis and in a manner which suits local needs.  



ii. Ethics
Initial contact with interviewees was made through the CCRYS intercultural youth project 

to introduce them to the research project and the researchers. At the interviews/focus 

groups, the researchers explained the purpose of the research, the role of the researcher 

and obtained consent from all participants (and guardians for under 18s) to be recorded. 

The interviews took place either at the place of work of the individuals concerned or 

before/after the focus groups.

All three focus groups were coordinated directly by the CCRYS. Consent was secured 

from all participants. Additionally, the consent of parents/guardians was sought for those 

under the age of 18. All interviews and focus groups were recorded and subsequently 

transcribed. All were informed that the information would be used in a report, including 

through the use of direct quotations, while their names would not be used. In this way, 

confidentiality was sought and promoted. However, it was beyond our control to ensure 

that the research participants would not be identified in any way by other stakeholders.

iii. Youth participation
Ní Laoire et al (2009: 104) have written that ‘listen[ing] to children’s voices can reveal 

different and sometimes unexpected perspectives on migration and integration. There is 

an urgent need for children’s own perspectives to be acknowledged in this area.’ Our 

study sought to foreground the voices of young people in the generation of its findings. In 

doing so, we wished to learn about and emphasise these young people’s own agency 

and to counter discourses which position young migrants as simply ‘vulnerable victims’ 

(ní Laoire, et al, 2011: 30) of migration or integration processes. Listening to young 

people’s voices is also in keeping with progressive youth work pedagogy. At the same 

time, we recognise that there are varying degrees of youth participation and that the 

design of the research and the analysis of the data remained adult-led. Despite these 

limitations, we are confident that the perspectives and direct experiences of young 

people were heard and believe that the youth-centred methods deployed in the focus 

groups greatly facilitated this process.  

Table 1. Interviewees

   

  

Participant         Organisation   

Project Worker  Canal Communitie Regional Youth Service

Project Worker  Canal Communitie Regional Youth Service

Parent and Volunteer Dublin-based Islamic organisation  

Youth Worker  Youth Project within Canal Communities Area

Youth Worker  Youth Project within Canal Communities Area

3.1 Statistical Overview:
      Young People, Migration and   
      Ethnic Identity
Here we present a brief overview of some relevant data from Census 2011 with regard to 

immigration, ethnic identity and religious affiliation. We have restricted ourselves to the 

overall figures for the Republic of Ireland and have not provided a regional breakdown. 

The distribution of migrant/ethnic minority communities varies significantly within and 

across different counties. Youth organisations seeking a more detailed breakdown of the 

number of migrants in their area as well as its ethnic and religious make-up can consult 

‘Profile 6, Migration and Diversity – a Profile of Diversity in Ireland’ and ‘Profile 7, Religion, 

Ethnicity and Irish Travellers’ on the Census website (see Central Statistics Office, 2012a; 

2012b). 

The Census indicates that a total of 544,357 ‘non-Irish’ people were living in Ireland in April 

2011, representing 199 different nationalities. This was an increase of 143% since 2002 

and 30% since 2006, though the rate of increase was slower than in previous years. In 

2011, 12% (544,357) of the population in Ireland was made of up of people with nationali-

ties other than Irish. 17% of the population (766,770) were born outside of Ireland (Central 

Statistics Office, 2012a). The difference between these two figures is partly attributable to 

migrants acquiring Irish citizenship. 

The largest group of migrants to Ireland was Polish nationals (122,585), followed by 

migrants from the UK (112,259). There were 25,198 non-Irish nationals who were born in 

Ireland. The vast majority of this group (two-thirds) were young children under five years. 

Just over one tenth were aged between five and nine years (Central Statistics Office, 

2012a) . 

Given that the participants in this study ranged in age from 10 to 25, it is worth highlight-

ing data relating specifically to this age cohort:

Table 5. 0-14 Year Olds by Region of Origin

   

Table 6. 15-24 Year Olds by Region of Origin

Although all our young participants were of migrant background, four were born in Ireland 

and some had Irish citizenship. It is important, therefore, to note census data relating to 

ethnic identity as well as region of origin (see Central Statistics Office, 2012b). 

Table 7. Ethnic Identity of Children and Young People Aged 0-14

  

Table 8. Ethnic Identity of Young People Aged 15-24

 

Given that religion emerged as an important theme in this research, it is worth noting 

Ireland’s increasing religious diversity. According to Census 2011, the proportion of the 

population who were Catholics reached its lowest point at 84%. However, the actual size 

of the Catholic congregation was at its highest since records began. At 110,410, Polish 

people accounted for the largest number of non-Irish Catholics. There were 49,204 

Muslim people in Ireland, which represented a sharp rise on the previous census. This 

figure included 8,322 children of primary school age and 3,582 of secondary school age. 

There were 14,043 members of Apostolic and Pentecostal churches of whom over 60% 

had African ethnicity (Central Statistics Office, 2012c). 

3.2 ‘Integration’, Participation and      
Belonging
Literature exploring young migrants’ lives demonstrates that young people’s sense of 

belonging and their capacity to ‘integrate’ are shaped, both positively and negatively, by 

factors such as immigration status and policy, friendships, family, racism, religion, 

language competency, inter-generational dynamics, age, social class and gender (Fan-

ning and Veale, 2004; Gilligan et al, 2010; ní Laoire et al, 2011; Szlovák and Szewczyk, 

2015). A growing body of research has also challenged dominant policy discourses 

which frame migrants in a passive way as in ‘need of’ integration by highlighting the active 

role that young people play in creating a sense of belonging (both nationally and transna-

tionally) and in negotiating their own integration (Devine, 2009; Gilligan et al, 2010; ní 

Laoire, 2011). In this section, we draw selectively on literature on the experiences of 

young migrants to explore the themes which resonate most closely with our concerns in 

this research. We thus emphasise literature which addresses young migrants’ participa-

tion and sense of belonging, in particular as influenced by ethnic identity, gender and 

class position. In the subsequent section, we turn more specifically to literature on the role 

of youth work with young migrants and other ethnic minority groups. 

i. Ethnic Identity 

There is, as ní Laoire et al (2009: 99) emphasise, ‘no one “migrant child” experience’. The 

different ways in which migrant young people articulate their sense of personal and social 

identity is just one indication of this. By ‘personal identity’, we mean those qualities, values 

or preferences which a young person regards as particular to herself as an individual; by 

‘social identity’ we are referring to young people’s membership of or identification with 

broad social categories or groups such as age, religion, ethnicity, disability, nationality 

and so forth. For instance, ní Laoire et al (2011) found that many young people that had 

migrated from African countries to Ireland stressed their attachment to both an African 

country and to Ireland (see also Devine, 2009). Despite their identification with two 

cultures, however, these young people sought acceptance from their Irish peers by 

stressing their ‘sameness’ with them through their consumption of highly globalised and 

homogenised forms of fashion or music. While other young African participants did assert 

their difference, this was often in ways which were culturally intelligible and, hence, social-

ly acceptable to their peers, a practice which ní Laoire et al link with these young people’s 

membership of a highly racialised  social group. 

geographical isolation which separates young people from non-asylum-seeking peers 

and the lack of play space for children within the system have been emphasised (ní Laoire 

et al, 2011). Despite this, ní Laoire et al (2011) caution against adult-centric research on 

Direct Provision which can obscure the fact that children do develop meaningful attach-

ments to friends within the direct provision system and to the localities in which these 

centres have been placed.  

iii. Gender 

While ethnic identity is a key factor in structuring young people’s sense of belonging, so 

too is the intersecting category of gender. For instance, in her research with migrant 

children in primary schools, Devine (2009: 527) noted that, for boys, being good on the 

sports field enabled ‘an alignment with high-status masculinities’ that eased the transition 

into a new social context, though this sense of belonging was tempered by racist jibes 

against young black players. 

An analysis of the lives of young Muslims from both new and established communities 

living in a town in the West of Ireland noted that young Muslim women were subject to 

greater parental regulation than their male counterparts, though respect for parents was 

an important social value for young Muslims from both sexes (McGrath and McGarry, 

2014).Girls in this study were not typically allowed to socialise outside the home in the 

evenings or during holidays. While tensions between the young people and their parents 

sometimes emerged because of this, the female participants did not resent this regulation. 

Rather they regarded it as part of their ethical responsibility to uphold their parents’ wishes 

and some spoke warmly of time spent with families within the community network. More-

over, they demonstrated resourcefulness in using their time at home to develop valuable 

artistic or literary skills and used their agency to negotiate concessions from parents. A 

number of young women in this study did, however, object to the fact that there were more 

activities in the community available to boys than to girls. McGarry (2012: 261) notes ‘a 

pressing need for the establishment of local initiatives to counter the social isolation expe-

rienced by many female members of the Ballyhaunis Muslim population.’ Among the mea-

sures she recommends are female-only sporting activities that allow for the wearing of 

modest clothing and a public space such as a youth café where females can freely social-

ise out of school hours. The greater availability of sporting activities for boys was also 

noted in Gilligan et al’s research (2010) with young migrants.

 

Finally, McGarry (2012) indicates that young male Muslims were more likely than females 

to experience hostility from or racialised conflicts with non-Muslim students, although 

again differences emerged between the experiences of young men from newer communi-

ties and those that were more established. The fact that young men from the latter group 

had attended the local primary school and were deeply involved in GAA sports acted as 

a sort of ‘cushion’ against racialised ‘slagging’. Although the girls in McGarry’s study 

experienced less racial hostility than boys, Allen and Neilson (2002, cited in Soni, 2011) 

suggested the reverse, noting that Muslim women were particularly vulnerable to racist 

attacks. They associated this with the fact that the hijab (head scarf) rendered women 

more easily identifiable as Muslims. 

iv. Social Class

Migrants in Ireland are not a homogenous group; there are social class differences both 

within and between different migrant communities (Devine, 2009; Röder et al, 2014). By 

social class, we are referring not alone to income measures, but also to forms of social 

and cultural capital which are relevant to an individual’s class positioning (see Devine, 

2009). An analysis of the socio-economic background of the families of second genera-

tion migrant children illustrates that migrants from EU Accession States and from Africa 

are more likely than those from Asian or so-called ‘EU 13 states’ households — that is, 

those states that were members of the EU prior to 2004 — to be employed in semi- or 

un-skilled occupations. They are also more likely to have lower incomes. Research 

further suggests that many migrants to Ireland undergo ‘downward social mobility’ (ní 

Laoire et al, 2011: 35) due to under-employment, de-skilling or, in the case of asylum 

seekers, because they do not have the right to paid work. Röder et al (2014) point to a 

particular mismatch between the educational levels and occupational status of migrants 

from EU Accession States. The child-specific forms of poverty experienced by children 

in direct provision have also been emphasised (ní Laoire, et al, 2009). Social class 

positioning is in part determined by the immigration system which separates people into 

categories which shape their access to, experience of and mobility within the labour 

market (ní Laoire et al, 2011). 

What is significant for our purposes in this research is the degree to which access to 

economic capital, but also to social and cultural capital, can enable or inhibit young 

migrants’ participation in Irish society and help shape their responses to and interactions 

with their Irish peers. For instance, Devine’s (2009) research with migrant children in 

three Dublin primary schools found that children’s participation in social and cultural 

activities outside of school was influenced by their families’ capacity to pay for them (see 

also ní Laoire et al, 2011). Also relevant was migrant children’s differentiated access to 

social networks through which they could learn about the existence of such activities and 

from which they could draw on lifts to activities and related forms of support (Devine, 

2009). 

Finally, research with young migrants in Ireland has consistently highlighted the very high 

value which they place on educational attainment (Devine, 2009; Gilligan et al, 2010; 

McGarry, 2012), a value which some young migrants observed to be missing among 

their peers in school (Gilligan et al, 2010; McGarry, 2012). Such attitudinal differences 

have been attributed by Gilligan et al (2010) to the fact that the migrants concerned were 

attending schools in areas characterised by socio-economic deprivation. 

While the overview of the research outlined in this section by necessity generalises young 

migrants’ experiences, it nonetheless points to a number of concerns of relevance to 

youth work. While youth work is only briefly mentioned in one of the reports analysed (Gilli-

gan et al, 2010), the benefits of engagement in sport and extra-curricular activities was 

more widely noted (ní Laoire et al, 2011; McGarry, 2012). Moreover, in keeping with youth 

work pedagogy, the literature highlights young people’s own agency in pursuing their own 

‘integration’. However, it also raises the prospect that young migrants could benefit from 

support in navigating the ‘delicate line between recognition versus rejection’ (Devine, 

2009: 526) with regard to matters of identity and racism and in overcoming class- and/or 

gender-based impediments to participation. Youth work has the potential to build on and 

draw out the commonalities between young people of all backgrounds. Equally, the differ-

ences within and between migrant communities and between migrant young people and 

their ‘Irish’ peers which were identified in the literature, suggest that youth work with young 

migrants – as with youth work more generally – is unlikely to have a ‘one-size-fits-all’ char-

acter. We now turn to studies which have more specifically addressed the role of youth 

work in relation to young migrants and, where relevant, ethnic minority young people more 

generally. 

3.3 Youth Work with Young Migrants and 
Ethnic Minority Young People 
i. Youth Work in Ireland 

As mentioned above, youth organisations in Ireland have published a number of strate-

gies in relation to intercultural youth work. These have been undertaken by national youth 

organisations such as Foróige (Foróige, 2008) and at a local level as evidenced in the 

Canal Communities Intercultural Strategy for Youth Work (Lynam, 2009). Detailed resourc-

es to support the development of inclusive youth work with migrants and other young 

people from ethnic minority groups have also been developed (see National Youth Coun-

cil of Ireland, 2012; National Youth Council of Ireland/Youthnet, 2012). Each of these publi-

cations stresses that an ‘open-door’ policy is not sufficient to ensure equality of access for 

migrant young people. Rather, they emphasise the importance of a multi-faceted 

approach to intercultural youth work in which inclusiveness is pro-actively addressed at all 

levels of the organisation. Among the measures advocated in such texts are:

 • The establishment of systems to monitor uptake and outcomes of minority ethnic 

communities in youth work;

• Ongoing needs analysis at local level;

• A range of outreach strategies to establish meaningful contact and engagement 

with children and young people from ethnic minority communities;

• Anti-racist/intercultural organisational policies; 

• The need for ‘buy-in’ from across the organisation, including management; 

• Anti-racism training and measures to ensure protection and redress against 

racism for children and young people; 

• Pre-development work with existing participants in youth services; 

• Collaborative working among relevant youth and community organisations; 

• The appointment of staff and volunteers from ethnic minority communities; 

• Strategies to build the trust of parents;

• Sensitivity to gender issues and to differing cultural and religious values;

• Ongoing monitoring and evaluation of progress towards inclusive youth work. 

In an evaluation of the development and implementation of an intercultural strategy by 

youth organisation Foróige, it is noted:  

Foróige has learned integration is a more complex process than originally 

envisaged. It is not just about the participation of minority children 

although it includes that, or about multicultural activities although it also 

includes that. Integration is also about how the organisation and its staff 

respond to the need of all children in a multicultural setting (McKeown, 

2009: 14-15).

The report does not elaborate on these complexities and as yet there appear to be no Irish 

studies which provide detailed empirical analyses of the challenges and successes of 

everyday youth work with ethnic minority young people. Nevertheless, a number of 

insights have emerged from the National Youth Council of Ireland’s (NYCI) 12 Steps to 

Good Practice guide (NYCI, 2012), which showcases the work of eight youth organisa-

tions that are engaging or have engaged with young people from migrant and/or minority 

ethnic groups. For instance, detail is provided on how youth workers implemented their 

outreach strategies. One Foróige youth worker in Tyrrelstown in West Dublin, an area with 

a particularly high concentration of minority ethnic families, explains: 

For the first 3-4 months I made a point of being active where young 

people were taking part in things in neighbouring areas; music, rap, 

footballs, computers. So basically showing my face around, speaking 

with them, asking them what their interests were. I built up a registry. And 

we also did focus groups locally with the young people in Tyrrelstown to 

see what their needs were (NYCI, 2012: n.p.). 

At a certain point, Irish participants in the project were in a minority in the Tyrrelstown 

Youth Initiative, so the youth worker also successfully undertook activities to include more 

Irish young people who came to account for about half of the young people involved. 

On the matter of whether youth work initiatives with young migrants should be integrated 

or whether they should be targeted towards particular cultural/ethnic groups based on 

need, participants in the 12 Steps guide generally regarded integrated groups as the ideal 

route forward. However, the importance of flexibility and of responding to the needs of 

particular young people was also emphasised. For example, SPARK, (the Support Project 

for Asylum-Seeking and Refugee Kids), a partnership between the HSE and Youth Work 

Ireland Galway which operated between 2002 and 2011, provided a dedicated space 

called ‘Comfort Zone’ in which young asylum seekers and refugees discussed issues 

relating to their particular experiences. However they also participated alongside Irish 

peers in the youth café and in other groups (NYCI, 2012). 

Among the ongoing barriers noted by participants in the NCYI reports were a lack of confi-

dence among youth workers relating to a fear of doing things ‘wrong’ and the appropriate-

ness of mixed-gender groups for some cultural groups. Some organisations have man-

aged to address the latter issue as single-sex groups have been formed based on need, 

for example, a health project with young Irish and Eastern European women in Tyrrelstown 

and a Traveller girls’ group in Bishopstown (NYCI, 2012). 

Crucially, what emerges from the case studies in 12 Steps and in the strategies and 

resources referred to above is the sense that the skills, values and attitudes required to 

develop youth work with young people from ethnic minority groups are the very skills, 

values and attitudes that are required for good youth work practice generally. In particular, 

the importance of flexibility, openness and creativity; of being young-person centred and 

of recognising the young person as a unique individual whose actions, interests and 

perspectives are shaped, but not wholly determined, by their membership of particular 

social groups emerges. Finally, it is notable that those organisations that had succeeded 

in including young people from ethnic minority groups in their activities had deliberately 

and purposively adapted their practice in order to do so.

ii. Youth Work in the UK

Unsurprisingly, the literature on youth work with young people from ethnic minorities is 

more voluminous in the UK than in Ireland. British youth work has been significantly 

influenced by Britain’s history of inward migration, by shifts in government policy with 

regard to the ‘management’ of cultural difference and by the broader politics of anti-rac-

ism and multiculturalism  .  Youth work has also been a site in which inequalities based on 

class and on ‘race’ intersect in complex ways (see Thomas and Henri, 2011). While it is 

impossible in this short space to capture the history or range of perspectives on youth 
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By contrast, the same research found that a more exclusive sense of national belonging 

was expressed by young people who had migrated from countries of Central and Eastern 

Europe. The authors suggest this may relate to the young people’s uncertainty about their 

futures and to the comfort offered by being part of a collective at a time when they felt or 

were made to feel different to their peers  .  

In relation to the impact of cultural difference on young people’s relationships with peers, 

there is clear evidence to show that many young migrants have developed friendships with 

Irish peers (Gilligan et al, 2010; Szlovák and Szewczyk, 2015). However, some cultural 

barriers were noted in relation to this. The prevalence of drinking and smoking among Irish 

teenagers (Gilligan et al, 2010; Szlovák and Szewczyk, 2015) and a perceived lack of 

respect for elders were highlighted by some young people, particularly those from Muslim 

or Pentecostal religious backgrounds (Gilligan et al, 2010).

ii. Racism 

Although, as noted, many migrant young people have formed friendships with Irish peers 

and while schools have proved to be important sites through which young migrants devel-

op connections and experience solidarity (ní Laoire et al, 2011), all of the literature consult-

ed regarding young migrant’s sense of belonging to Irish society addressed the theme of 

racism (Devine, 2009; Gilligan et al, 2010; ní Laoire et al, 2011; McGrath and McGarry, 

2014; Szlovák and Szewczyk, 2015). Gilligan et al (2010: 69) found that the racism was a 

recurring feature of young migrants’ daily lives. Such racism took two principal forms, 

‘virulent and overt racism’ such as harassment and name-calling in public places or school 

and ‘naïve stereotyping and misunderstanding’ such as impressions and opinions of 

people’s countries of origin.

Gilligan et al also noted that young migrants adopted various strategies to deal with their 

experiences of racism, ranging from minimising the incident in order to defuse its impact; 

avoidance; tackling it head-on through verbal or physical aggression; or preventing or 

reducing the effects of racism through the pursuit of personal achievement. Many of the 

young black African/Irish participants in Ní Laoire et al’s study (2011) disavowed the signif-

icance of racism in their lives and framed racist incidents as individual acts of ignorance 

or bigotry. Finally, the literature highlights institutionalised racism in the Direct Provision 

system as having a profound impact on young asylum seekers’ sense of belonging and 

capacity to integrate (ní Laoire et al, 2011; McGarry, 2012). In particular, the social and 

Thomas and Henri (2011) advocate an approach characterised by openness in which 

young people can express their views without fear of punishment in order to facilitate a 

deeper exploration of their prejudice and their anxieties. They further argue that racism 

can be challenged by facilitating ‘direct meaningful contact … within carefully planned 

and controlled programmes of work’ amongst young people from different ethnic and 

social backgrounds (2011: 87). 

work in multicultural Britain, what emerges from the literature is the sense that there is no 

one ‘model’ or blueprint for supporting young people from ethnic minority groups, for chal-

lenging racism or for supporting cross-community ‘cohesion’  .  Rather what is empha-

sised is an orientation in which youth workers learn to acknowledge the partiality of their 

own perspectives, to challenge the dominance of ‘majority norms’, to ‘critically interpret’ 

different social and cultural systems and to relate to diverse constituencies of people. For 

example, Imam and Bowler (2010) suggest that youth workers may have to support 

minority ethnic young people in moving between a dominant culture in which young 

people are encouraged and expected to have considerable autonomy in making deci-

sions, on the one hand, and the culture of their parents or community where parental or 

community regulation of young people is more pronounced, on the other. 

Many writers on British youth work have stressed its role in purposively challenging 

racism. Imam and Bowler (2010: 142), for instance, argue that the development of ‘critical 

literacy’ among black  young people to enable them to make sense of and resist their 

subordination must be regarded as fundamental to professional youth work practice. The 

interpretation of anti-racist ideas within youth work has been critiqued by Thomas and 

Henri (2011) who argue that some anti-racist approaches have been pedagogically 

limited by creating ‘a moral  code which young people can either subscribe to or be 

punished by’ (Thomas and Henri, 2011: 81). Significantly, Thomas (2002: 60) has argued 

that: 

on the particularly sensitive issue of racism, youth workers sometimes 

‘stop’ being youth workers … they stop drawing and acting on their ‘core’ 

skills of ‘informal education’ … [that is] the ability to develop ‘conversation 

with a purpose’ through listening and questioning as part of a equal and 

positive relationship with young people.



i. Data Collection
The research took place between January and June 2015 using two principal methods — 

in-depth semi-structured qualitative interviews and focus groups. The interviews were 

held with the two workers from CCRYS intercultural youth project, two youth workers from 

youth projects in the Canal Communities area and a Muslim parent and volunteer (see 

table 1 below for summary; see appendix A for interview and focus group guides). 

Focus groups were carried out with three sets of research participants. One focus group 

comprised leaders from minority ethnic communities and one Irish participant from a 

faith-based organisation, each of whom had direct experience of engaging with migrant 

young people (see table 2). This focus group broadly followed the same questions as the 

interviews.

 

The other two focus groups took place with young people directly. Eight young women 

who had migrated to Ireland from Africa participated in the first of these. These young 

women were members of a group that was established to discuss and take action on the 

issues affecting them. This group was affiliated with a migrant women’s organisation. A 

number of them had taken part in leadership training provided by CCRYS. There were 

aged between 20 and 24 years. Given their age and experience, these young people were 

able to offer a reflective analysis of their experiences as young migrants and, where appli-

cable, of their experiences of participation in youth work (see table 3).

The second focus group with young people involved a group of five young people aged 

between 10 and 15 who were participants in a group initiated by a leader in their mosque 

(see table 4). Four of these young people had been born in Ireland to migrant parents. 

One was born in a country in North Africa and migrated to Ireland with her parents as a 

baby. Through her outreach work at their mosque, one of the workers with CCRYS’s inter-

cultural youth project had developed a relationship with this leader and with the young 

women themselves.

During the focus groups, the young participants were invited to complete a questionnaire 

in order to gather specific information about their individual background and identity. Two 

interactive, youth-centred activities were carried out to explore and discuss ideas of 

culture, identity, sense of belonging as well as experience of racism and discrimination. 

The activities were participatory, ensuring that the young people could lead the conversa-

tion to areas they wished to discuss, while also allowing the facilitator to seek further 

details, as appropriate, when something was not clear or not stated directly. The inter-

views lasted between 45-90 minutes and the focus groups took between 90 minutes and 

two hours.

Table 2. Focus Group 1: Community and Religious Leaders

Table 3. Focus group 2: Young Women of African Origin

 

Table 4. Focus group 3: Young Muslim Women  

Participant         Organisation   

Participant A  Works on freelance/voluntary basis for youth
   organisations, migrant organisations and churches

Participant B  Volunteer in Dublin-based Islamic organisation

Participant C  Works for migrant organisation working with
   African communities 

Participant D  Minister in a Methodist Church

Participant 

Participant E

Participant F

Participant G

Participant H

Participant I

Participant J

Participant K

Participant L

Ethnic / National Identity
(as described by the young person)

Guinean

Ghanaian / Irish

Irish - Congolese

Kenyan

African Kenyan

Cameroonian / Irish

Ugandan

Not Given

Age

24

Not Given

20

25

22

20

24

Not Given

Participant 

Participant M

Participant N

Participant O

Participant P

Participant Q

Ethnic / National Identity
(as described by young person)

Muslim, Arab

Libyan

Palestinian - Irish

Irish / Arab / Muslim

Muslim

Age

14

15

14

13

10

3.1 Statistical Overview:
      Young People, Migration and   
      Ethnic Identity
Here we present a brief overview of some relevant data from Census 2011 with regard to 

immigration, ethnic identity and religious affiliation. We have restricted ourselves to the 

overall figures for the Republic of Ireland and have not provided a regional breakdown. 

The distribution of migrant/ethnic minority communities varies significantly within and 

across different counties. Youth organisations seeking a more detailed breakdown of the 

number of migrants in their area as well as its ethnic and religious make-up can consult 

‘Profile 6, Migration and Diversity – a Profile of Diversity in Ireland’ and ‘Profile 7, Religion, 

Ethnicity and Irish Travellers’ on the Census website (see Central Statistics Office, 2012a; 

2012b). 

The Census indicates that a total of 544,357 ‘non-Irish’ people were living in Ireland in April 

2011, representing 199 different nationalities. This was an increase of 143% since 2002 

and 30% since 2006, though the rate of increase was slower than in previous years. In 

2011, 12% (544,357) of the population in Ireland was made of up of people with nationali-

ties other than Irish. 17% of the population (766,770) were born outside of Ireland (Central 

Statistics Office, 2012a). The difference between these two figures is partly attributable to 

migrants acquiring Irish citizenship. 

The largest group of migrants to Ireland was Polish nationals (122,585), followed by 

migrants from the UK (112,259). There were 25,198 non-Irish nationals who were born in 

Ireland. The vast majority of this group (two-thirds) were young children under five years. 

Just over one tenth were aged between five and nine years (Central Statistics Office, 

2012a) . 

Given that the participants in this study ranged in age from 10 to 25, it is worth highlight-

ing data relating specifically to this age cohort:

Table 5. 0-14 Year Olds by Region of Origin

   

Table 6. 15-24 Year Olds by Region of Origin

Although all our young participants were of migrant background, four were born in Ireland 

and some had Irish citizenship. It is important, therefore, to note census data relating to 

ethnic identity as well as region of origin (see Central Statistics Office, 2012b). 

Table 7. Ethnic Identity of Children and Young People Aged 0-14

  

Table 8. Ethnic Identity of Young People Aged 15-24

 

Given that religion emerged as an important theme in this research, it is worth noting 

Ireland’s increasing religious diversity. According to Census 2011, the proportion of the 

population who were Catholics reached its lowest point at 84%. However, the actual size 

of the Catholic congregation was at its highest since records began. At 110,410, Polish 

people accounted for the largest number of non-Irish Catholics. There were 49,204 

Muslim people in Ireland, which represented a sharp rise on the previous census. This 

figure included 8,322 children of primary school age and 3,582 of secondary school age. 

There were 14,043 members of Apostolic and Pentecostal churches of whom over 60% 

had African ethnicity (Central Statistics Office, 2012c). 

3.2 ‘Integration’, Participation and      
Belonging
Literature exploring young migrants’ lives demonstrates that young people’s sense of 

belonging and their capacity to ‘integrate’ are shaped, both positively and negatively, by 

factors such as immigration status and policy, friendships, family, racism, religion, 

language competency, inter-generational dynamics, age, social class and gender (Fan-

ning and Veale, 2004; Gilligan et al, 2010; ní Laoire et al, 2011; Szlovák and Szewczyk, 

2015). A growing body of research has also challenged dominant policy discourses 

which frame migrants in a passive way as in ‘need of’ integration by highlighting the active 

role that young people play in creating a sense of belonging (both nationally and transna-

tionally) and in negotiating their own integration (Devine, 2009; Gilligan et al, 2010; ní 

Laoire, 2011). In this section, we draw selectively on literature on the experiences of 

young migrants to explore the themes which resonate most closely with our concerns in 

this research. We thus emphasise literature which addresses young migrants’ participa-

tion and sense of belonging, in particular as influenced by ethnic identity, gender and 

class position. In the subsequent section, we turn more specifically to literature on the role 

of youth work with young migrants and other ethnic minority groups. 

i. Ethnic Identity 

There is, as ní Laoire et al (2009: 99) emphasise, ‘no one “migrant child” experience’. The 

different ways in which migrant young people articulate their sense of personal and social 

identity is just one indication of this. By ‘personal identity’, we mean those qualities, values 

or preferences which a young person regards as particular to herself as an individual; by 

‘social identity’ we are referring to young people’s membership of or identification with 

broad social categories or groups such as age, religion, ethnicity, disability, nationality 

and so forth. For instance, ní Laoire et al (2011) found that many young people that had 

migrated from African countries to Ireland stressed their attachment to both an African 

country and to Ireland (see also Devine, 2009). Despite their identification with two 

cultures, however, these young people sought acceptance from their Irish peers by 

stressing their ‘sameness’ with them through their consumption of highly globalised and 

homogenised forms of fashion or music. While other young African participants did assert 

their difference, this was often in ways which were culturally intelligible and, hence, social-

ly acceptable to their peers, a practice which ní Laoire et al link with these young people’s 

membership of a highly racialised  social group. 

geographical isolation which separates young people from non-asylum-seeking peers 

and the lack of play space for children within the system have been emphasised (ní Laoire 

et al, 2011). Despite this, ní Laoire et al (2011) caution against adult-centric research on 

Direct Provision which can obscure the fact that children do develop meaningful attach-

ments to friends within the direct provision system and to the localities in which these 

centres have been placed.  

iii. Gender 

While ethnic identity is a key factor in structuring young people’s sense of belonging, so 

too is the intersecting category of gender. For instance, in her research with migrant 

children in primary schools, Devine (2009: 527) noted that, for boys, being good on the 

sports field enabled ‘an alignment with high-status masculinities’ that eased the transition 

into a new social context, though this sense of belonging was tempered by racist jibes 

against young black players. 

An analysis of the lives of young Muslims from both new and established communities 

living in a town in the West of Ireland noted that young Muslim women were subject to 

greater parental regulation than their male counterparts, though respect for parents was 

an important social value for young Muslims from both sexes (McGrath and McGarry, 

2014).Girls in this study were not typically allowed to socialise outside the home in the 

evenings or during holidays. While tensions between the young people and their parents 

sometimes emerged because of this, the female participants did not resent this regulation. 

Rather they regarded it as part of their ethical responsibility to uphold their parents’ wishes 

and some spoke warmly of time spent with families within the community network. More-

over, they demonstrated resourcefulness in using their time at home to develop valuable 

artistic or literary skills and used their agency to negotiate concessions from parents. A 

number of young women in this study did, however, object to the fact that there were more 

activities in the community available to boys than to girls. McGarry (2012: 261) notes ‘a 

pressing need for the establishment of local initiatives to counter the social isolation expe-

rienced by many female members of the Ballyhaunis Muslim population.’ Among the mea-

sures she recommends are female-only sporting activities that allow for the wearing of 

modest clothing and a public space such as a youth café where females can freely social-

ise out of school hours. The greater availability of sporting activities for boys was also 

noted in Gilligan et al’s research (2010) with young migrants.

 

Finally, McGarry (2012) indicates that young male Muslims were more likely than females 

to experience hostility from or racialised conflicts with non-Muslim students, although 

again differences emerged between the experiences of young men from newer communi-

ties and those that were more established. The fact that young men from the latter group 

had attended the local primary school and were deeply involved in GAA sports acted as 

a sort of ‘cushion’ against racialised ‘slagging’. Although the girls in McGarry’s study 

experienced less racial hostility than boys, Allen and Neilson (2002, cited in Soni, 2011) 

suggested the reverse, noting that Muslim women were particularly vulnerable to racist 

attacks. They associated this with the fact that the hijab (head scarf) rendered women 

more easily identifiable as Muslims. 

iv. Social Class

Migrants in Ireland are not a homogenous group; there are social class differences both 

within and between different migrant communities (Devine, 2009; Röder et al, 2014). By 

social class, we are referring not alone to income measures, but also to forms of social 

and cultural capital which are relevant to an individual’s class positioning (see Devine, 

2009). An analysis of the socio-economic background of the families of second genera-

tion migrant children illustrates that migrants from EU Accession States and from Africa 

are more likely than those from Asian or so-called ‘EU 13 states’ households — that is, 

those states that were members of the EU prior to 2004 — to be employed in semi- or 

un-skilled occupations. They are also more likely to have lower incomes. Research 

further suggests that many migrants to Ireland undergo ‘downward social mobility’ (ní 

Laoire et al, 2011: 35) due to under-employment, de-skilling or, in the case of asylum 

seekers, because they do not have the right to paid work. Röder et al (2014) point to a 

particular mismatch between the educational levels and occupational status of migrants 

from EU Accession States. The child-specific forms of poverty experienced by children 

in direct provision have also been emphasised (ní Laoire, et al, 2009). Social class 

positioning is in part determined by the immigration system which separates people into 

categories which shape their access to, experience of and mobility within the labour 

market (ní Laoire et al, 2011). 

What is significant for our purposes in this research is the degree to which access to 

economic capital, but also to social and cultural capital, can enable or inhibit young 

migrants’ participation in Irish society and help shape their responses to and interactions 

with their Irish peers. For instance, Devine’s (2009) research with migrant children in 

three Dublin primary schools found that children’s participation in social and cultural 

activities outside of school was influenced by their families’ capacity to pay for them (see 

also ní Laoire et al, 2011). Also relevant was migrant children’s differentiated access to 

social networks through which they could learn about the existence of such activities and 

from which they could draw on lifts to activities and related forms of support (Devine, 

2009). 

Finally, research with young migrants in Ireland has consistently highlighted the very high 

value which they place on educational attainment (Devine, 2009; Gilligan et al, 2010; 

McGarry, 2012), a value which some young migrants observed to be missing among 

their peers in school (Gilligan et al, 2010; McGarry, 2012). Such attitudinal differences 

have been attributed by Gilligan et al (2010) to the fact that the migrants concerned were 

attending schools in areas characterised by socio-economic deprivation. 

While the overview of the research outlined in this section by necessity generalises young 

migrants’ experiences, it nonetheless points to a number of concerns of relevance to 

youth work. While youth work is only briefly mentioned in one of the reports analysed (Gilli-

gan et al, 2010), the benefits of engagement in sport and extra-curricular activities was 

more widely noted (ní Laoire et al, 2011; McGarry, 2012). Moreover, in keeping with youth 

work pedagogy, the literature highlights young people’s own agency in pursuing their own 

‘integration’. However, it also raises the prospect that young migrants could benefit from 

support in navigating the ‘delicate line between recognition versus rejection’ (Devine, 

2009: 526) with regard to matters of identity and racism and in overcoming class- and/or 

gender-based impediments to participation. Youth work has the potential to build on and 

draw out the commonalities between young people of all backgrounds. Equally, the differ-

ences within and between migrant communities and between migrant young people and 

their ‘Irish’ peers which were identified in the literature, suggest that youth work with young 

migrants – as with youth work more generally – is unlikely to have a ‘one-size-fits-all’ char-

acter. We now turn to studies which have more specifically addressed the role of youth 

work in relation to young migrants and, where relevant, ethnic minority young people more 

generally. 

3.3 Youth Work with Young Migrants and 
Ethnic Minority Young People 
i. Youth Work in Ireland 

As mentioned above, youth organisations in Ireland have published a number of strate-

gies in relation to intercultural youth work. These have been undertaken by national youth 

organisations such as Foróige (Foróige, 2008) and at a local level as evidenced in the 

Canal Communities Intercultural Strategy for Youth Work (Lynam, 2009). Detailed resourc-

es to support the development of inclusive youth work with migrants and other young 

people from ethnic minority groups have also been developed (see National Youth Coun-

cil of Ireland, 2012; National Youth Council of Ireland/Youthnet, 2012). Each of these publi-

cations stresses that an ‘open-door’ policy is not sufficient to ensure equality of access for 

migrant young people. Rather, they emphasise the importance of a multi-faceted 

approach to intercultural youth work in which inclusiveness is pro-actively addressed at all 

levels of the organisation. Among the measures advocated in such texts are:

 • The establishment of systems to monitor uptake and outcomes of minority ethnic 

communities in youth work;

• Ongoing needs analysis at local level;

• A range of outreach strategies to establish meaningful contact and engagement 

with children and young people from ethnic minority communities;

• Anti-racist/intercultural organisational policies; 

• The need for ‘buy-in’ from across the organisation, including management; 

• Anti-racism training and measures to ensure protection and redress against 

racism for children and young people; 

• Pre-development work with existing participants in youth services; 

• Collaborative working among relevant youth and community organisations; 

• The appointment of staff and volunteers from ethnic minority communities; 

• Strategies to build the trust of parents;

• Sensitivity to gender issues and to differing cultural and religious values;

• Ongoing monitoring and evaluation of progress towards inclusive youth work. 

In an evaluation of the development and implementation of an intercultural strategy by 

youth organisation Foróige, it is noted:  

Foróige has learned integration is a more complex process than originally 

envisaged. It is not just about the participation of minority children 

although it includes that, or about multicultural activities although it also 

includes that. Integration is also about how the organisation and its staff 

respond to the need of all children in a multicultural setting (McKeown, 

2009: 14-15).

The report does not elaborate on these complexities and as yet there appear to be no Irish 

studies which provide detailed empirical analyses of the challenges and successes of 

everyday youth work with ethnic minority young people. Nevertheless, a number of 

insights have emerged from the National Youth Council of Ireland’s (NYCI) 12 Steps to 

Good Practice guide (NYCI, 2012), which showcases the work of eight youth organisa-

tions that are engaging or have engaged with young people from migrant and/or minority 

ethnic groups. For instance, detail is provided on how youth workers implemented their 

outreach strategies. One Foróige youth worker in Tyrrelstown in West Dublin, an area with 

a particularly high concentration of minority ethnic families, explains: 

For the first 3-4 months I made a point of being active where young 

people were taking part in things in neighbouring areas; music, rap, 

footballs, computers. So basically showing my face around, speaking 

with them, asking them what their interests were. I built up a registry. And 

we also did focus groups locally with the young people in Tyrrelstown to 

see what their needs were (NYCI, 2012: n.p.). 

At a certain point, Irish participants in the project were in a minority in the Tyrrelstown 

Youth Initiative, so the youth worker also successfully undertook activities to include more 

Irish young people who came to account for about half of the young people involved. 

On the matter of whether youth work initiatives with young migrants should be integrated 

or whether they should be targeted towards particular cultural/ethnic groups based on 

need, participants in the 12 Steps guide generally regarded integrated groups as the ideal 

route forward. However, the importance of flexibility and of responding to the needs of 

particular young people was also emphasised. For example, SPARK, (the Support Project 

for Asylum-Seeking and Refugee Kids), a partnership between the HSE and Youth Work 

Ireland Galway which operated between 2002 and 2011, provided a dedicated space 

called ‘Comfort Zone’ in which young asylum seekers and refugees discussed issues 

relating to their particular experiences. However they also participated alongside Irish 

peers in the youth café and in other groups (NYCI, 2012). 

Among the ongoing barriers noted by participants in the NCYI reports were a lack of confi-

dence among youth workers relating to a fear of doing things ‘wrong’ and the appropriate-

ness of mixed-gender groups for some cultural groups. Some organisations have man-

aged to address the latter issue as single-sex groups have been formed based on need, 

for example, a health project with young Irish and Eastern European women in Tyrrelstown 

and a Traveller girls’ group in Bishopstown (NYCI, 2012). 

Crucially, what emerges from the case studies in 12 Steps and in the strategies and 

resources referred to above is the sense that the skills, values and attitudes required to 

develop youth work with young people from ethnic minority groups are the very skills, 

values and attitudes that are required for good youth work practice generally. In particular, 

the importance of flexibility, openness and creativity; of being young-person centred and 

of recognising the young person as a unique individual whose actions, interests and 

perspectives are shaped, but not wholly determined, by their membership of particular 

social groups emerges. Finally, it is notable that those organisations that had succeeded 

in including young people from ethnic minority groups in their activities had deliberately 

and purposively adapted their practice in order to do so.

ii. Youth Work in the UK

Unsurprisingly, the literature on youth work with young people from ethnic minorities is 

more voluminous in the UK than in Ireland. British youth work has been significantly 

influenced by Britain’s history of inward migration, by shifts in government policy with 

regard to the ‘management’ of cultural difference and by the broader politics of anti-rac-

ism and multiculturalism  .  Youth work has also been a site in which inequalities based on 

class and on ‘race’ intersect in complex ways (see Thomas and Henri, 2011). While it is 

impossible in this short space to capture the history or range of perspectives on youth 
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By contrast, the same research found that a more exclusive sense of national belonging 

was expressed by young people who had migrated from countries of Central and Eastern 

Europe. The authors suggest this may relate to the young people’s uncertainty about their 

futures and to the comfort offered by being part of a collective at a time when they felt or 

were made to feel different to their peers  .  

In relation to the impact of cultural difference on young people’s relationships with peers, 

there is clear evidence to show that many young migrants have developed friendships with 

Irish peers (Gilligan et al, 2010; Szlovák and Szewczyk, 2015). However, some cultural 

barriers were noted in relation to this. The prevalence of drinking and smoking among Irish 

teenagers (Gilligan et al, 2010; Szlovák and Szewczyk, 2015) and a perceived lack of 

respect for elders were highlighted by some young people, particularly those from Muslim 

or Pentecostal religious backgrounds (Gilligan et al, 2010).

ii. Racism 

Although, as noted, many migrant young people have formed friendships with Irish peers 

and while schools have proved to be important sites through which young migrants devel-

op connections and experience solidarity (ní Laoire et al, 2011), all of the literature consult-

ed regarding young migrant’s sense of belonging to Irish society addressed the theme of 

racism (Devine, 2009; Gilligan et al, 2010; ní Laoire et al, 2011; McGrath and McGarry, 

2014; Szlovák and Szewczyk, 2015). Gilligan et al (2010: 69) found that the racism was a 

recurring feature of young migrants’ daily lives. Such racism took two principal forms, 

‘virulent and overt racism’ such as harassment and name-calling in public places or school 

and ‘naïve stereotyping and misunderstanding’ such as impressions and opinions of 

people’s countries of origin.

Gilligan et al also noted that young migrants adopted various strategies to deal with their 

experiences of racism, ranging from minimising the incident in order to defuse its impact; 

avoidance; tackling it head-on through verbal or physical aggression; or preventing or 

reducing the effects of racism through the pursuit of personal achievement. Many of the 

young black African/Irish participants in Ní Laoire et al’s study (2011) disavowed the signif-

icance of racism in their lives and framed racist incidents as individual acts of ignorance 

or bigotry. Finally, the literature highlights institutionalised racism in the Direct Provision 

system as having a profound impact on young asylum seekers’ sense of belonging and 

capacity to integrate (ní Laoire et al, 2011; McGarry, 2012). In particular, the social and 

Thomas and Henri (2011) advocate an approach characterised by openness in which 

young people can express their views without fear of punishment in order to facilitate a 

deeper exploration of their prejudice and their anxieties. They further argue that racism 

can be challenged by facilitating ‘direct meaningful contact … within carefully planned 

and controlled programmes of work’ amongst young people from different ethnic and 

social backgrounds (2011: 87). 

work in multicultural Britain, what emerges from the literature is the sense that there is no 

one ‘model’ or blueprint for supporting young people from ethnic minority groups, for chal-

lenging racism or for supporting cross-community ‘cohesion’  .  Rather what is empha-

sised is an orientation in which youth workers learn to acknowledge the partiality of their 

own perspectives, to challenge the dominance of ‘majority norms’, to ‘critically interpret’ 

different social and cultural systems and to relate to diverse constituencies of people. For 

example, Imam and Bowler (2010) suggest that youth workers may have to support 

minority ethnic young people in moving between a dominant culture in which young 

people are encouraged and expected to have considerable autonomy in making deci-

sions, on the one hand, and the culture of their parents or community where parental or 

community regulation of young people is more pronounced, on the other. 

Many writers on British youth work have stressed its role in purposively challenging 

racism. Imam and Bowler (2010: 142), for instance, argue that the development of ‘critical 

literacy’ among black  young people to enable them to make sense of and resist their 

subordination must be regarded as fundamental to professional youth work practice. The 

interpretation of anti-racist ideas within youth work has been critiqued by Thomas and 

Henri (2011) who argue that some anti-racist approaches have been pedagogically 

limited by creating ‘a moral  code which young people can either subscribe to or be 

punished by’ (Thomas and Henri, 2011: 81). Significantly, Thomas (2002: 60) has argued 

that: 

on the particularly sensitive issue of racism, youth workers sometimes 

‘stop’ being youth workers … they stop drawing and acting on their ‘core’ 

skills of ‘informal education’ … [that is] the ability to develop ‘conversation 

with a purpose’ through listening and questioning as part of a equal and 

positive relationship with young people.



i. Data Collection
The research took place between January and June 2015 using two principal methods — 

in-depth semi-structured qualitative interviews and focus groups. The interviews were 

held with the two workers from CCRYS intercultural youth project, two youth workers from 

youth projects in the Canal Communities area and a Muslim parent and volunteer (see 

table 1 below for summary; see appendix A for interview and focus group guides). 

Focus groups were carried out with three sets of research participants. One focus group 

comprised leaders from minority ethnic communities and one Irish participant from a 

faith-based organisation, each of whom had direct experience of engaging with migrant 

young people (see table 2). This focus group broadly followed the same questions as the 

interviews.

 

The other two focus groups took place with young people directly. Eight young women 

who had migrated to Ireland from Africa participated in the first of these. These young 

women were members of a group that was established to discuss and take action on the 

issues affecting them. This group was affiliated with a migrant women’s organisation. A 

number of them had taken part in leadership training provided by CCRYS. There were 

aged between 20 and 24 years. Given their age and experience, these young people were 

able to offer a reflective analysis of their experiences as young migrants and, where appli-

cable, of their experiences of participation in youth work (see table 3).

The second focus group with young people involved a group of five young people aged 

between 10 and 15 who were participants in a group initiated by a leader in their mosque 

(see table 4). Four of these young people had been born in Ireland to migrant parents. 

One was born in a country in North Africa and migrated to Ireland with her parents as a 

baby. Through her outreach work at their mosque, one of the workers with CCRYS’s inter-

cultural youth project had developed a relationship with this leader and with the young 

women themselves.

During the focus groups, the young participants were invited to complete a questionnaire 

in order to gather specific information about their individual background and identity. Two 

interactive, youth-centred activities were carried out to explore and discuss ideas of 

culture, identity, sense of belonging as well as experience of racism and discrimination. 

The activities were participatory, ensuring that the young people could lead the conversa-

tion to areas they wished to discuss, while also allowing the facilitator to seek further 

details, as appropriate, when something was not clear or not stated directly. The inter-

views lasted between 45-90 minutes and the focus groups took between 90 minutes and 

two hours.

Table 2. Focus Group 1: Community and Religious Leaders

Table 3. Focus group 2: Young Women of African Origin

 

Table 4. Focus group 3: Young Muslim Women  

3. Literature Review

3.1 Statistical Overview:
      Young People, Migration and   
      Ethnic Identity
Here we present a brief overview of some relevant data from Census 2011 with regard to 

immigration, ethnic identity and religious affiliation. We have restricted ourselves to the 

overall figures for the Republic of Ireland and have not provided a regional breakdown. 

The distribution of migrant/ethnic minority communities varies significantly within and 

across different counties. Youth organisations seeking a more detailed breakdown of the 

number of migrants in their area as well as its ethnic and religious make-up can consult 

‘Profile 6, Migration and Diversity – a Profile of Diversity in Ireland’ and ‘Profile 7, Religion, 

Ethnicity and Irish Travellers’ on the Census website (see Central Statistics Office, 2012a; 

2012b). 

The Census indicates that a total of 544,357 ‘non-Irish’ people were living in Ireland in April 

2011, representing 199 different nationalities. This was an increase of 143% since 2002 

and 30% since 2006, though the rate of increase was slower than in previous years. In 

2011, 12% (544,357) of the population in Ireland was made of up of people with nationali-

ties other than Irish. 17% of the population (766,770) were born outside of Ireland (Central 

Statistics Office, 2012a). The difference between these two figures is partly attributable to 

migrants acquiring Irish citizenship. 

The largest group of migrants to Ireland was Polish nationals (122,585), followed by 

migrants from the UK (112,259). There were 25,198 non-Irish nationals who were born in 

Ireland. The vast majority of this group (two-thirds) were young children under five years. 

Just over one tenth were aged between five and nine years (Central Statistics Office, 

2012a) . 

Given that the participants in this study ranged in age from 10 to 25, it is worth highlight-

ing data relating specifically to this age cohort:

Table 5. 0-14 Year Olds by Region of Origin

   

Table 6. 15-24 Year Olds by Region of Origin

Although all our young participants were of migrant background, four were born in Ireland 

and some had Irish citizenship. It is important, therefore, to note census data relating to 

ethnic identity as well as region of origin (see Central Statistics Office, 2012b). 

Table 7. Ethnic Identity of Children and Young People Aged 0-14

  

Table 8. Ethnic Identity of Young People Aged 15-24

 

Given that religion emerged as an important theme in this research, it is worth noting 

Ireland’s increasing religious diversity. According to Census 2011, the proportion of the 

population who were Catholics reached its lowest point at 84%. However, the actual size 

of the Catholic congregation was at its highest since records began. At 110,410, Polish 

people accounted for the largest number of non-Irish Catholics. There were 49,204 

Muslim people in Ireland, which represented a sharp rise on the previous census. This 

figure included 8,322 children of primary school age and 3,582 of secondary school age. 

There were 14,043 members of Apostolic and Pentecostal churches of whom over 60% 

had African ethnicity (Central Statistics Office, 2012c). 

3.2 ‘Integration’, Participation and      
Belonging
Literature exploring young migrants’ lives demonstrates that young people’s sense of 

belonging and their capacity to ‘integrate’ are shaped, both positively and negatively, by 

factors such as immigration status and policy, friendships, family, racism, religion, 

language competency, inter-generational dynamics, age, social class and gender (Fan-

ning and Veale, 2004; Gilligan et al, 2010; ní Laoire et al, 2011; Szlovák and Szewczyk, 

2015). A growing body of research has also challenged dominant policy discourses 

which frame migrants in a passive way as in ‘need of’ integration by highlighting the active 

role that young people play in creating a sense of belonging (both nationally and transna-

tionally) and in negotiating their own integration (Devine, 2009; Gilligan et al, 2010; ní 

Laoire, 2011). In this section, we draw selectively on literature on the experiences of 

young migrants to explore the themes which resonate most closely with our concerns in 

this research. We thus emphasise literature which addresses young migrants’ participa-

tion and sense of belonging, in particular as influenced by ethnic identity, gender and 

class position. In the subsequent section, we turn more specifically to literature on the role 

of youth work with young migrants and other ethnic minority groups. 

i. Ethnic Identity 

There is, as ní Laoire et al (2009: 99) emphasise, ‘no one “migrant child” experience’. The 

different ways in which migrant young people articulate their sense of personal and social 

identity is just one indication of this. By ‘personal identity’, we mean those qualities, values 

or preferences which a young person regards as particular to herself as an individual; by 

‘social identity’ we are referring to young people’s membership of or identification with 

broad social categories or groups such as age, religion, ethnicity, disability, nationality 

and so forth. For instance, ní Laoire et al (2011) found that many young people that had 

migrated from African countries to Ireland stressed their attachment to both an African 

country and to Ireland (see also Devine, 2009). Despite their identification with two 

cultures, however, these young people sought acceptance from their Irish peers by 

stressing their ‘sameness’ with them through their consumption of highly globalised and 

homogenised forms of fashion or music. While other young African participants did assert 

their difference, this was often in ways which were culturally intelligible and, hence, social-

ly acceptable to their peers, a practice which ní Laoire et al link with these young people’s 

membership of a highly racialised  social group. 

geographical isolation which separates young people from non-asylum-seeking peers 

and the lack of play space for children within the system have been emphasised (ní Laoire 

et al, 2011). Despite this, ní Laoire et al (2011) caution against adult-centric research on 

Direct Provision which can obscure the fact that children do develop meaningful attach-

ments to friends within the direct provision system and to the localities in which these 

centres have been placed.  

iii. Gender 

While ethnic identity is a key factor in structuring young people’s sense of belonging, so 

too is the intersecting category of gender. For instance, in her research with migrant 

children in primary schools, Devine (2009: 527) noted that, for boys, being good on the 

sports field enabled ‘an alignment with high-status masculinities’ that eased the transition 

into a new social context, though this sense of belonging was tempered by racist jibes 

against young black players. 

An analysis of the lives of young Muslims from both new and established communities 

living in a town in the West of Ireland noted that young Muslim women were subject to 

greater parental regulation than their male counterparts, though respect for parents was 

an important social value for young Muslims from both sexes (McGrath and McGarry, 

2014).Girls in this study were not typically allowed to socialise outside the home in the 

evenings or during holidays. While tensions between the young people and their parents 

sometimes emerged because of this, the female participants did not resent this regulation. 

Rather they regarded it as part of their ethical responsibility to uphold their parents’ wishes 

and some spoke warmly of time spent with families within the community network. More-

over, they demonstrated resourcefulness in using their time at home to develop valuable 

artistic or literary skills and used their agency to negotiate concessions from parents. A 

number of young women in this study did, however, object to the fact that there were more 

activities in the community available to boys than to girls. McGarry (2012: 261) notes ‘a 

pressing need for the establishment of local initiatives to counter the social isolation expe-

rienced by many female members of the Ballyhaunis Muslim population.’ Among the mea-

sures she recommends are female-only sporting activities that allow for the wearing of 

modest clothing and a public space such as a youth café where females can freely social-

ise out of school hours. The greater availability of sporting activities for boys was also 

noted in Gilligan et al’s research (2010) with young migrants.

 

Finally, McGarry (2012) indicates that young male Muslims were more likely than females 

to experience hostility from or racialised conflicts with non-Muslim students, although 

again differences emerged between the experiences of young men from newer communi-

ties and those that were more established. The fact that young men from the latter group 

had attended the local primary school and were deeply involved in GAA sports acted as 

a sort of ‘cushion’ against racialised ‘slagging’. Although the girls in McGarry’s study 

experienced less racial hostility than boys, Allen and Neilson (2002, cited in Soni, 2011) 

suggested the reverse, noting that Muslim women were particularly vulnerable to racist 

attacks. They associated this with the fact that the hijab (head scarf) rendered women 

more easily identifiable as Muslims. 

iv. Social Class

Migrants in Ireland are not a homogenous group; there are social class differences both 

within and between different migrant communities (Devine, 2009; Röder et al, 2014). By 

social class, we are referring not alone to income measures, but also to forms of social 

and cultural capital which are relevant to an individual’s class positioning (see Devine, 

2009). An analysis of the socio-economic background of the families of second genera-

tion migrant children illustrates that migrants from EU Accession States and from Africa 

are more likely than those from Asian or so-called ‘EU 13 states’ households — that is, 

those states that were members of the EU prior to 2004 — to be employed in semi- or 

un-skilled occupations. They are also more likely to have lower incomes. Research 

further suggests that many migrants to Ireland undergo ‘downward social mobility’ (ní 

Laoire et al, 2011: 35) due to under-employment, de-skilling or, in the case of asylum 

seekers, because they do not have the right to paid work. Röder et al (2014) point to a 

particular mismatch between the educational levels and occupational status of migrants 

from EU Accession States. The child-specific forms of poverty experienced by children 

in direct provision have also been emphasised (ní Laoire, et al, 2009). Social class 

positioning is in part determined by the immigration system which separates people into 

categories which shape their access to, experience of and mobility within the labour 

market (ní Laoire et al, 2011). 

What is significant for our purposes in this research is the degree to which access to 

economic capital, but also to social and cultural capital, can enable or inhibit young 

migrants’ participation in Irish society and help shape their responses to and interactions 

with their Irish peers. For instance, Devine’s (2009) research with migrant children in 

three Dublin primary schools found that children’s participation in social and cultural 

activities outside of school was influenced by their families’ capacity to pay for them (see 

also ní Laoire et al, 2011). Also relevant was migrant children’s differentiated access to 

social networks through which they could learn about the existence of such activities and 

from which they could draw on lifts to activities and related forms of support (Devine, 

2009). 

Finally, research with young migrants in Ireland has consistently highlighted the very high 

value which they place on educational attainment (Devine, 2009; Gilligan et al, 2010; 

McGarry, 2012), a value which some young migrants observed to be missing among 

their peers in school (Gilligan et al, 2010; McGarry, 2012). Such attitudinal differences 

have been attributed by Gilligan et al (2010) to the fact that the migrants concerned were 

attending schools in areas characterised by socio-economic deprivation. 

While the overview of the research outlined in this section by necessity generalises young 

migrants’ experiences, it nonetheless points to a number of concerns of relevance to 

youth work. While youth work is only briefly mentioned in one of the reports analysed (Gilli-

gan et al, 2010), the benefits of engagement in sport and extra-curricular activities was 

more widely noted (ní Laoire et al, 2011; McGarry, 2012). Moreover, in keeping with youth 

work pedagogy, the literature highlights young people’s own agency in pursuing their own 

‘integration’. However, it also raises the prospect that young migrants could benefit from 

support in navigating the ‘delicate line between recognition versus rejection’ (Devine, 

2009: 526) with regard to matters of identity and racism and in overcoming class- and/or 

gender-based impediments to participation. Youth work has the potential to build on and 

draw out the commonalities between young people of all backgrounds. Equally, the differ-

ences within and between migrant communities and between migrant young people and 

their ‘Irish’ peers which were identified in the literature, suggest that youth work with young 

migrants – as with youth work more generally – is unlikely to have a ‘one-size-fits-all’ char-

acter. We now turn to studies which have more specifically addressed the role of youth 

work in relation to young migrants and, where relevant, ethnic minority young people more 

generally. 

3.3 Youth Work with Young Migrants and 
Ethnic Minority Young People 
i. Youth Work in Ireland 

As mentioned above, youth organisations in Ireland have published a number of strate-

gies in relation to intercultural youth work. These have been undertaken by national youth 

organisations such as Foróige (Foróige, 2008) and at a local level as evidenced in the 

Canal Communities Intercultural Strategy for Youth Work (Lynam, 2009). Detailed resourc-

es to support the development of inclusive youth work with migrants and other young 

people from ethnic minority groups have also been developed (see National Youth Coun-

cil of Ireland, 2012; National Youth Council of Ireland/Youthnet, 2012). Each of these publi-

cations stresses that an ‘open-door’ policy is not sufficient to ensure equality of access for 

migrant young people. Rather, they emphasise the importance of a multi-faceted 

approach to intercultural youth work in which inclusiveness is pro-actively addressed at all 

levels of the organisation. Among the measures advocated in such texts are:

 • The establishment of systems to monitor uptake and outcomes of minority ethnic 

communities in youth work;

• Ongoing needs analysis at local level;

• A range of outreach strategies to establish meaningful contact and engagement 

with children and young people from ethnic minority communities;

• Anti-racist/intercultural organisational policies; 

• The need for ‘buy-in’ from across the organisation, including management; 

• Anti-racism training and measures to ensure protection and redress against 

racism for children and young people; 

• Pre-development work with existing participants in youth services; 

• Collaborative working among relevant youth and community organisations; 

• The appointment of staff and volunteers from ethnic minority communities; 

• Strategies to build the trust of parents;

• Sensitivity to gender issues and to differing cultural and religious values;

• Ongoing monitoring and evaluation of progress towards inclusive youth work. 

In an evaluation of the development and implementation of an intercultural strategy by 

youth organisation Foróige, it is noted:  

Foróige has learned integration is a more complex process than originally 

envisaged. It is not just about the participation of minority children 

although it includes that, or about multicultural activities although it also 

includes that. Integration is also about how the organisation and its staff 

respond to the need of all children in a multicultural setting (McKeown, 

2009: 14-15).

The report does not elaborate on these complexities and as yet there appear to be no Irish 

studies which provide detailed empirical analyses of the challenges and successes of 

everyday youth work with ethnic minority young people. Nevertheless, a number of 

insights have emerged from the National Youth Council of Ireland’s (NYCI) 12 Steps to 

Good Practice guide (NYCI, 2012), which showcases the work of eight youth organisa-

tions that are engaging or have engaged with young people from migrant and/or minority 

ethnic groups. For instance, detail is provided on how youth workers implemented their 

outreach strategies. One Foróige youth worker in Tyrrelstown in West Dublin, an area with 

a particularly high concentration of minority ethnic families, explains: 

For the first 3-4 months I made a point of being active where young 

people were taking part in things in neighbouring areas; music, rap, 

footballs, computers. So basically showing my face around, speaking 

with them, asking them what their interests were. I built up a registry. And 

we also did focus groups locally with the young people in Tyrrelstown to 

see what their needs were (NYCI, 2012: n.p.). 

At a certain point, Irish participants in the project were in a minority in the Tyrrelstown 

Youth Initiative, so the youth worker also successfully undertook activities to include more 

Irish young people who came to account for about half of the young people involved. 

On the matter of whether youth work initiatives with young migrants should be integrated 

or whether they should be targeted towards particular cultural/ethnic groups based on 

need, participants in the 12 Steps guide generally regarded integrated groups as the ideal 

route forward. However, the importance of flexibility and of responding to the needs of 

particular young people was also emphasised. For example, SPARK, (the Support Project 

for Asylum-Seeking and Refugee Kids), a partnership between the HSE and Youth Work 

Ireland Galway which operated between 2002 and 2011, provided a dedicated space 

called ‘Comfort Zone’ in which young asylum seekers and refugees discussed issues 

relating to their particular experiences. However they also participated alongside Irish 

peers in the youth café and in other groups (NYCI, 2012). 

Among the ongoing barriers noted by participants in the NCYI reports were a lack of confi-

dence among youth workers relating to a fear of doing things ‘wrong’ and the appropriate-

ness of mixed-gender groups for some cultural groups. Some organisations have man-

aged to address the latter issue as single-sex groups have been formed based on need, 

for example, a health project with young Irish and Eastern European women in Tyrrelstown 

and a Traveller girls’ group in Bishopstown (NYCI, 2012). 

Crucially, what emerges from the case studies in 12 Steps and in the strategies and 

resources referred to above is the sense that the skills, values and attitudes required to 

develop youth work with young people from ethnic minority groups are the very skills, 

values and attitudes that are required for good youth work practice generally. In particular, 

the importance of flexibility, openness and creativity; of being young-person centred and 

of recognising the young person as a unique individual whose actions, interests and 

perspectives are shaped, but not wholly determined, by their membership of particular 

social groups emerges. Finally, it is notable that those organisations that had succeeded 

in including young people from ethnic minority groups in their activities had deliberately 

and purposively adapted their practice in order to do so.

ii. Youth Work in the UK

Unsurprisingly, the literature on youth work with young people from ethnic minorities is 

more voluminous in the UK than in Ireland. British youth work has been significantly 

influenced by Britain’s history of inward migration, by shifts in government policy with 

regard to the ‘management’ of cultural difference and by the broader politics of anti-rac-

ism and multiculturalism  .  Youth work has also been a site in which inequalities based on 

class and on ‘race’ intersect in complex ways (see Thomas and Henri, 2011). While it is 

impossible in this short space to capture the history or range of perspectives on youth 
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By contrast, the same research found that a more exclusive sense of national belonging 

was expressed by young people who had migrated from countries of Central and Eastern 

Europe. The authors suggest this may relate to the young people’s uncertainty about their 

futures and to the comfort offered by being part of a collective at a time when they felt or 

were made to feel different to their peers  .  

In relation to the impact of cultural difference on young people’s relationships with peers, 

there is clear evidence to show that many young migrants have developed friendships with 

Irish peers (Gilligan et al, 2010; Szlovák and Szewczyk, 2015). However, some cultural 

barriers were noted in relation to this. The prevalence of drinking and smoking among Irish 

teenagers (Gilligan et al, 2010; Szlovák and Szewczyk, 2015) and a perceived lack of 

respect for elders were highlighted by some young people, particularly those from Muslim 

or Pentecostal religious backgrounds (Gilligan et al, 2010).

ii. Racism 

Although, as noted, many migrant young people have formed friendships with Irish peers 

and while schools have proved to be important sites through which young migrants devel-

op connections and experience solidarity (ní Laoire et al, 2011), all of the literature consult-

ed regarding young migrant’s sense of belonging to Irish society addressed the theme of 

racism (Devine, 2009; Gilligan et al, 2010; ní Laoire et al, 2011; McGrath and McGarry, 

2014; Szlovák and Szewczyk, 2015). Gilligan et al (2010: 69) found that the racism was a 

recurring feature of young migrants’ daily lives. Such racism took two principal forms, 

‘virulent and overt racism’ such as harassment and name-calling in public places or school 

and ‘naïve stereotyping and misunderstanding’ such as impressions and opinions of 

people’s countries of origin.

Gilligan et al also noted that young migrants adopted various strategies to deal with their 

experiences of racism, ranging from minimising the incident in order to defuse its impact; 

avoidance; tackling it head-on through verbal or physical aggression; or preventing or 

reducing the effects of racism through the pursuit of personal achievement. Many of the 

young black African/Irish participants in Ní Laoire et al’s study (2011) disavowed the signif-

icance of racism in their lives and framed racist incidents as individual acts of ignorance 

or bigotry. Finally, the literature highlights institutionalised racism in the Direct Provision 

system as having a profound impact on young asylum seekers’ sense of belonging and 

capacity to integrate (ní Laoire et al, 2011; McGarry, 2012). In particular, the social and 

Thomas and Henri (2011) advocate an approach characterised by openness in which 

young people can express their views without fear of punishment in order to facilitate a 

deeper exploration of their prejudice and their anxieties. They further argue that racism 

can be challenged by facilitating ‘direct meaningful contact … within carefully planned 

and controlled programmes of work’ amongst young people from different ethnic and 

social backgrounds (2011: 87). 

work in multicultural Britain, what emerges from the literature is the sense that there is no 

one ‘model’ or blueprint for supporting young people from ethnic minority groups, for chal-

lenging racism or for supporting cross-community ‘cohesion’  .  Rather what is empha-

sised is an orientation in which youth workers learn to acknowledge the partiality of their 

own perspectives, to challenge the dominance of ‘majority norms’, to ‘critically interpret’ 

different social and cultural systems and to relate to diverse constituencies of people. For 

example, Imam and Bowler (2010) suggest that youth workers may have to support 

minority ethnic young people in moving between a dominant culture in which young 

people are encouraged and expected to have considerable autonomy in making deci-

sions, on the one hand, and the culture of their parents or community where parental or 

community regulation of young people is more pronounced, on the other. 

Many writers on British youth work have stressed its role in purposively challenging 

racism. Imam and Bowler (2010: 142), for instance, argue that the development of ‘critical 

literacy’ among black  young people to enable them to make sense of and resist their 

subordination must be regarded as fundamental to professional youth work practice. The 

interpretation of anti-racist ideas within youth work has been critiqued by Thomas and 

Henri (2011) who argue that some anti-racist approaches have been pedagogically 

limited by creating ‘a moral  code which young people can either subscribe to or be 

punished by’ (Thomas and Henri, 2011: 81). Significantly, Thomas (2002: 60) has argued 

that: 

on the particularly sensitive issue of racism, youth workers sometimes 

‘stop’ being youth workers … they stop drawing and acting on their ‘core’ 

skills of ‘informal education’ … [that is] the ability to develop ‘conversation 

with a purpose’ through listening and questioning as part of a equal and 

positive relationship with young people.



i. Data Collection
The research took place between January and June 2015 using two principal methods — 

in-depth semi-structured qualitative interviews and focus groups. The interviews were 

held with the two workers from CCRYS intercultural youth project, two youth workers from 

youth projects in the Canal Communities area and a Muslim parent and volunteer (see 

table 1 below for summary; see appendix A for interview and focus group guides). 

Focus groups were carried out with three sets of research participants. One focus group 

comprised leaders from minority ethnic communities and one Irish participant from a 

faith-based organisation, each of whom had direct experience of engaging with migrant 

young people (see table 2). This focus group broadly followed the same questions as the 

interviews.

 

The other two focus groups took place with young people directly. Eight young women 

who had migrated to Ireland from Africa participated in the first of these. These young 

women were members of a group that was established to discuss and take action on the 

issues affecting them. This group was affiliated with a migrant women’s organisation. A 

number of them had taken part in leadership training provided by CCRYS. There were 

aged between 20 and 24 years. Given their age and experience, these young people were 

able to offer a reflective analysis of their experiences as young migrants and, where appli-

cable, of their experiences of participation in youth work (see table 3).

The second focus group with young people involved a group of five young people aged 

between 10 and 15 who were participants in a group initiated by a leader in their mosque 

(see table 4). Four of these young people had been born in Ireland to migrant parents. 

One was born in a country in North Africa and migrated to Ireland with her parents as a 

baby. Through her outreach work at their mosque, one of the workers with CCRYS’s inter-

cultural youth project had developed a relationship with this leader and with the young 

women themselves.

During the focus groups, the young participants were invited to complete a questionnaire 

in order to gather specific information about their individual background and identity. Two 

interactive, youth-centred activities were carried out to explore and discuss ideas of 

culture, identity, sense of belonging as well as experience of racism and discrimination. 

The activities were participatory, ensuring that the young people could lead the conversa-

tion to areas they wished to discuss, while also allowing the facilitator to seek further 

details, as appropriate, when something was not clear or not stated directly. The inter-

views lasted between 45-90 minutes and the focus groups took between 90 minutes and 

two hours.

Table 2. Focus Group 1: Community and Religious Leaders

Table 3. Focus group 2: Young Women of African Origin

 

Table 4. Focus group 3: Young Muslim Women  

3.1 Statistical Overview:
      Young People, Migration and   
      Ethnic Identity
Here we present a brief overview of some relevant data from Census 2011 with regard to 

immigration, ethnic identity and religious affiliation. We have restricted ourselves to the 

overall figures for the Republic of Ireland and have not provided a regional breakdown. 

The distribution of migrant/ethnic minority communities varies significantly within and 

across different counties. Youth organisations seeking a more detailed breakdown of the 

number of migrants in their area as well as its ethnic and religious make-up can consult 

‘Profile 6, Migration and Diversity – a Profile of Diversity in Ireland’ and ‘Profile 7, Religion, 

Ethnicity and Irish Travellers’ on the Census website (see Central Statistics Office, 2012a; 

2012b). 

The Census indicates that a total of 544,357 ‘non-Irish’ people were living in Ireland in April 

2011, representing 199 different nationalities. This was an increase of 143% since 2002 

and 30% since 2006, though the rate of increase was slower than in previous years. In 

2011, 12% (544,357) of the population in Ireland was made of up of people with nationali-

ties other than Irish. 17% of the population (766,770) were born outside of Ireland (Central 

Statistics Office, 2012a). The difference between these two figures is partly attributable to 

migrants acquiring Irish citizenship. 

The largest group of migrants to Ireland was Polish nationals (122,585), followed by 

migrants from the UK (112,259). There were 25,198 non-Irish nationals who were born in 

Ireland. The vast majority of this group (two-thirds) were young children under five years. 

Just over one tenth were aged between five and nine years (Central Statistics Office, 

2012a) . 

Given that the participants in this study ranged in age from 10 to 25, it is worth highlight-

ing data relating specifically to this age cohort:

Table 5. 0-14 Year Olds by Region of Origin

   

Table 6. 15-24 Year Olds by Region of Origin

Although all our young participants were of migrant background, four were born in Ireland 

and some had Irish citizenship. It is important, therefore, to note census data relating to 

ethnic identity as well as region of origin (see Central Statistics Office, 2012b). 

Table 7. Ethnic Identity of Children and Young People Aged 0-14

  

Table 8. Ethnic Identity of Young People Aged 15-24

 

Given that religion emerged as an important theme in this research, it is worth noting 

Ireland’s increasing religious diversity. According to Census 2011, the proportion of the 

population who were Catholics reached its lowest point at 84%. However, the actual size 

of the Catholic congregation was at its highest since records began. At 110,410, Polish 

people accounted for the largest number of non-Irish Catholics. There were 49,204 

Muslim people in Ireland, which represented a sharp rise on the previous census. This 

figure included 8,322 children of primary school age and 3,582 of secondary school age. 

There were 14,043 members of Apostolic and Pentecostal churches of whom over 60% 

had African ethnicity (Central Statistics Office, 2012c). 

3.2 ‘Integration’, Participation and      
Belonging
Literature exploring young migrants’ lives demonstrates that young people’s sense of 

belonging and their capacity to ‘integrate’ are shaped, both positively and negatively, by 

factors such as immigration status and policy, friendships, family, racism, religion, 

language competency, inter-generational dynamics, age, social class and gender (Fan-

ning and Veale, 2004; Gilligan et al, 2010; ní Laoire et al, 2011; Szlovák and Szewczyk, 

2015). A growing body of research has also challenged dominant policy discourses 

which frame migrants in a passive way as in ‘need of’ integration by highlighting the active 

role that young people play in creating a sense of belonging (both nationally and transna-

tionally) and in negotiating their own integration (Devine, 2009; Gilligan et al, 2010; ní 

Laoire, 2011). In this section, we draw selectively on literature on the experiences of 

young migrants to explore the themes which resonate most closely with our concerns in 

this research. We thus emphasise literature which addresses young migrants’ participa-

tion and sense of belonging, in particular as influenced by ethnic identity, gender and 

class position. In the subsequent section, we turn more specifically to literature on the role 

of youth work with young migrants and other ethnic minority groups. 

i. Ethnic Identity 

There is, as ní Laoire et al (2009: 99) emphasise, ‘no one “migrant child” experience’. The 

different ways in which migrant young people articulate their sense of personal and social 

identity is just one indication of this. By ‘personal identity’, we mean those qualities, values 

or preferences which a young person regards as particular to herself as an individual; by 

‘social identity’ we are referring to young people’s membership of or identification with 

broad social categories or groups such as age, religion, ethnicity, disability, nationality 

and so forth. For instance, ní Laoire et al (2011) found that many young people that had 

migrated from African countries to Ireland stressed their attachment to both an African 

country and to Ireland (see also Devine, 2009). Despite their identification with two 

cultures, however, these young people sought acceptance from their Irish peers by 

stressing their ‘sameness’ with them through their consumption of highly globalised and 

homogenised forms of fashion or music. While other young African participants did assert 

their difference, this was often in ways which were culturally intelligible and, hence, social-

ly acceptable to their peers, a practice which ní Laoire et al link with these young people’s 

membership of a highly racialised  social group. 

geographical isolation which separates young people from non-asylum-seeking peers 

and the lack of play space for children within the system have been emphasised (ní Laoire 

et al, 2011). Despite this, ní Laoire et al (2011) caution against adult-centric research on 

Direct Provision which can obscure the fact that children do develop meaningful attach-

ments to friends within the direct provision system and to the localities in which these 

centres have been placed.  

iii. Gender 

While ethnic identity is a key factor in structuring young people’s sense of belonging, so 

too is the intersecting category of gender. For instance, in her research with migrant 

children in primary schools, Devine (2009: 527) noted that, for boys, being good on the 

sports field enabled ‘an alignment with high-status masculinities’ that eased the transition 

into a new social context, though this sense of belonging was tempered by racist jibes 

against young black players. 

An analysis of the lives of young Muslims from both new and established communities 

living in a town in the West of Ireland noted that young Muslim women were subject to 

greater parental regulation than their male counterparts, though respect for parents was 

an important social value for young Muslims from both sexes (McGrath and McGarry, 

2014).Girls in this study were not typically allowed to socialise outside the home in the 

evenings or during holidays. While tensions between the young people and their parents 

sometimes emerged because of this, the female participants did not resent this regulation. 

Rather they regarded it as part of their ethical responsibility to uphold their parents’ wishes 

and some spoke warmly of time spent with families within the community network. More-

over, they demonstrated resourcefulness in using their time at home to develop valuable 

artistic or literary skills and used their agency to negotiate concessions from parents. A 

number of young women in this study did, however, object to the fact that there were more 

activities in the community available to boys than to girls. McGarry (2012: 261) notes ‘a 

pressing need for the establishment of local initiatives to counter the social isolation expe-

rienced by many female members of the Ballyhaunis Muslim population.’ Among the mea-

sures she recommends are female-only sporting activities that allow for the wearing of 

modest clothing and a public space such as a youth café where females can freely social-

ise out of school hours. The greater availability of sporting activities for boys was also 

noted in Gilligan et al’s research (2010) with young migrants.

 

Finally, McGarry (2012) indicates that young male Muslims were more likely than females 

to experience hostility from or racialised conflicts with non-Muslim students, although 

again differences emerged between the experiences of young men from newer communi-

ties and those that were more established. The fact that young men from the latter group 

had attended the local primary school and were deeply involved in GAA sports acted as 

a sort of ‘cushion’ against racialised ‘slagging’. Although the girls in McGarry’s study 

experienced less racial hostility than boys, Allen and Neilson (2002, cited in Soni, 2011) 

suggested the reverse, noting that Muslim women were particularly vulnerable to racist 

attacks. They associated this with the fact that the hijab (head scarf) rendered women 

more easily identifiable as Muslims. 

iv. Social Class

Migrants in Ireland are not a homogenous group; there are social class differences both 

within and between different migrant communities (Devine, 2009; Röder et al, 2014). By 

social class, we are referring not alone to income measures, but also to forms of social 

and cultural capital which are relevant to an individual’s class positioning (see Devine, 

2009). An analysis of the socio-economic background of the families of second genera-

tion migrant children illustrates that migrants from EU Accession States and from Africa 

are more likely than those from Asian or so-called ‘EU 13 states’ households — that is, 

those states that were members of the EU prior to 2004 — to be employed in semi- or 

un-skilled occupations. They are also more likely to have lower incomes. Research 

further suggests that many migrants to Ireland undergo ‘downward social mobility’ (ní 

Laoire et al, 2011: 35) due to under-employment, de-skilling or, in the case of asylum 

seekers, because they do not have the right to paid work. Röder et al (2014) point to a 

particular mismatch between the educational levels and occupational status of migrants 

from EU Accession States. The child-specific forms of poverty experienced by children 

in direct provision have also been emphasised (ní Laoire, et al, 2009). Social class 

positioning is in part determined by the immigration system which separates people into 

categories which shape their access to, experience of and mobility within the labour 

market (ní Laoire et al, 2011). 

What is significant for our purposes in this research is the degree to which access to 

economic capital, but also to social and cultural capital, can enable or inhibit young 

migrants’ participation in Irish society and help shape their responses to and interactions 

with their Irish peers. For instance, Devine’s (2009) research with migrant children in 

three Dublin primary schools found that children’s participation in social and cultural 

activities outside of school was influenced by their families’ capacity to pay for them (see 

also ní Laoire et al, 2011). Also relevant was migrant children’s differentiated access to 

social networks through which they could learn about the existence of such activities and 

from which they could draw on lifts to activities and related forms of support (Devine, 

2009). 

Finally, research with young migrants in Ireland has consistently highlighted the very high 

value which they place on educational attainment (Devine, 2009; Gilligan et al, 2010; 

McGarry, 2012), a value which some young migrants observed to be missing among 

their peers in school (Gilligan et al, 2010; McGarry, 2012). Such attitudinal differences 

have been attributed by Gilligan et al (2010) to the fact that the migrants concerned were 

attending schools in areas characterised by socio-economic deprivation. 

While the overview of the research outlined in this section by necessity generalises young 

migrants’ experiences, it nonetheless points to a number of concerns of relevance to 

youth work. While youth work is only briefly mentioned in one of the reports analysed (Gilli-

gan et al, 2010), the benefits of engagement in sport and extra-curricular activities was 

more widely noted (ní Laoire et al, 2011; McGarry, 2012). Moreover, in keeping with youth 

work pedagogy, the literature highlights young people’s own agency in pursuing their own 

‘integration’. However, it also raises the prospect that young migrants could benefit from 

support in navigating the ‘delicate line between recognition versus rejection’ (Devine, 

2009: 526) with regard to matters of identity and racism and in overcoming class- and/or 

gender-based impediments to participation. Youth work has the potential to build on and 

draw out the commonalities between young people of all backgrounds. Equally, the differ-

ences within and between migrant communities and between migrant young people and 

their ‘Irish’ peers which were identified in the literature, suggest that youth work with young 

migrants – as with youth work more generally – is unlikely to have a ‘one-size-fits-all’ char-

acter. We now turn to studies which have more specifically addressed the role of youth 

work in relation to young migrants and, where relevant, ethnic minority young people more 

generally. 

3.3 Youth Work with Young Migrants and 
Ethnic Minority Young People 
i. Youth Work in Ireland 

As mentioned above, youth organisations in Ireland have published a number of strate-

gies in relation to intercultural youth work. These have been undertaken by national youth 

organisations such as Foróige (Foróige, 2008) and at a local level as evidenced in the 

Canal Communities Intercultural Strategy for Youth Work (Lynam, 2009). Detailed resourc-

es to support the development of inclusive youth work with migrants and other young 

people from ethnic minority groups have also been developed (see National Youth Coun-

cil of Ireland, 2012; National Youth Council of Ireland/Youthnet, 2012). Each of these publi-

cations stresses that an ‘open-door’ policy is not sufficient to ensure equality of access for 

migrant young people. Rather, they emphasise the importance of a multi-faceted 

approach to intercultural youth work in which inclusiveness is pro-actively addressed at all 

levels of the organisation. Among the measures advocated in such texts are:

 • The establishment of systems to monitor uptake and outcomes of minority ethnic 

communities in youth work;

• Ongoing needs analysis at local level;

• A range of outreach strategies to establish meaningful contact and engagement 

with children and young people from ethnic minority communities;

• Anti-racist/intercultural organisational policies; 

• The need for ‘buy-in’ from across the organisation, including management; 

• Anti-racism training and measures to ensure protection and redress against 

racism for children and young people; 

• Pre-development work with existing participants in youth services; 

• Collaborative working among relevant youth and community organisations; 

• The appointment of staff and volunteers from ethnic minority communities; 

• Strategies to build the trust of parents;

• Sensitivity to gender issues and to differing cultural and religious values;

• Ongoing monitoring and evaluation of progress towards inclusive youth work. 

In an evaluation of the development and implementation of an intercultural strategy by 

youth organisation Foróige, it is noted:  

Foróige has learned integration is a more complex process than originally 

envisaged. It is not just about the participation of minority children 

although it includes that, or about multicultural activities although it also 

includes that. Integration is also about how the organisation and its staff 

respond to the need of all children in a multicultural setting (McKeown, 

2009: 14-15).

The report does not elaborate on these complexities and as yet there appear to be no Irish 

studies which provide detailed empirical analyses of the challenges and successes of 

everyday youth work with ethnic minority young people. Nevertheless, a number of 

insights have emerged from the National Youth Council of Ireland’s (NYCI) 12 Steps to 

Good Practice guide (NYCI, 2012), which showcases the work of eight youth organisa-

tions that are engaging or have engaged with young people from migrant and/or minority 

ethnic groups. For instance, detail is provided on how youth workers implemented their 

outreach strategies. One Foróige youth worker in Tyrrelstown in West Dublin, an area with 

a particularly high concentration of minority ethnic families, explains: 

For the first 3-4 months I made a point of being active where young 

people were taking part in things in neighbouring areas; music, rap, 

footballs, computers. So basically showing my face around, speaking 

with them, asking them what their interests were. I built up a registry. And 

we also did focus groups locally with the young people in Tyrrelstown to 

see what their needs were (NYCI, 2012: n.p.). 

At a certain point, Irish participants in the project were in a minority in the Tyrrelstown 

Youth Initiative, so the youth worker also successfully undertook activities to include more 

Irish young people who came to account for about half of the young people involved. 

On the matter of whether youth work initiatives with young migrants should be integrated 

or whether they should be targeted towards particular cultural/ethnic groups based on 

need, participants in the 12 Steps guide generally regarded integrated groups as the ideal 

route forward. However, the importance of flexibility and of responding to the needs of 

particular young people was also emphasised. For example, SPARK, (the Support Project 

for Asylum-Seeking and Refugee Kids), a partnership between the HSE and Youth Work 

Ireland Galway which operated between 2002 and 2011, provided a dedicated space 

called ‘Comfort Zone’ in which young asylum seekers and refugees discussed issues 

relating to their particular experiences. However they also participated alongside Irish 

peers in the youth café and in other groups (NYCI, 2012). 

Among the ongoing barriers noted by participants in the NCYI reports were a lack of confi-

dence among youth workers relating to a fear of doing things ‘wrong’ and the appropriate-

ness of mixed-gender groups for some cultural groups. Some organisations have man-

aged to address the latter issue as single-sex groups have been formed based on need, 

for example, a health project with young Irish and Eastern European women in Tyrrelstown 

and a Traveller girls’ group in Bishopstown (NYCI, 2012). 

Crucially, what emerges from the case studies in 12 Steps and in the strategies and 

resources referred to above is the sense that the skills, values and attitudes required to 

develop youth work with young people from ethnic minority groups are the very skills, 

values and attitudes that are required for good youth work practice generally. In particular, 

the importance of flexibility, openness and creativity; of being young-person centred and 

of recognising the young person as a unique individual whose actions, interests and 

perspectives are shaped, but not wholly determined, by their membership of particular 

social groups emerges. Finally, it is notable that those organisations that had succeeded 

in including young people from ethnic minority groups in their activities had deliberately 

and purposively adapted their practice in order to do so.

ii. Youth Work in the UK

Unsurprisingly, the literature on youth work with young people from ethnic minorities is 

more voluminous in the UK than in Ireland. British youth work has been significantly 

influenced by Britain’s history of inward migration, by shifts in government policy with 

regard to the ‘management’ of cultural difference and by the broader politics of anti-rac-

ism and multiculturalism  .  Youth work has also been a site in which inequalities based on 

class and on ‘race’ intersect in complex ways (see Thomas and Henri, 2011). While it is 

impossible in this short space to capture the history or range of perspectives on youth 
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By contrast, the same research found that a more exclusive sense of national belonging 

was expressed by young people who had migrated from countries of Central and Eastern 

Europe. The authors suggest this may relate to the young people’s uncertainty about their 

futures and to the comfort offered by being part of a collective at a time when they felt or 

were made to feel different to their peers  .  

In relation to the impact of cultural difference on young people’s relationships with peers, 

there is clear evidence to show that many young migrants have developed friendships with 

Irish peers (Gilligan et al, 2010; Szlovák and Szewczyk, 2015). However, some cultural 

barriers were noted in relation to this. The prevalence of drinking and smoking among Irish 

teenagers (Gilligan et al, 2010; Szlovák and Szewczyk, 2015) and a perceived lack of 

respect for elders were highlighted by some young people, particularly those from Muslim 

or Pentecostal religious backgrounds (Gilligan et al, 2010).

ii. Racism 

Although, as noted, many migrant young people have formed friendships with Irish peers 

and while schools have proved to be important sites through which young migrants devel-

op connections and experience solidarity (ní Laoire et al, 2011), all of the literature consult-

ed regarding young migrant’s sense of belonging to Irish society addressed the theme of 

racism (Devine, 2009; Gilligan et al, 2010; ní Laoire et al, 2011; McGrath and McGarry, 

2014; Szlovák and Szewczyk, 2015). Gilligan et al (2010: 69) found that the racism was a 

recurring feature of young migrants’ daily lives. Such racism took two principal forms, 

‘virulent and overt racism’ such as harassment and name-calling in public places or school 

and ‘naïve stereotyping and misunderstanding’ such as impressions and opinions of 

people’s countries of origin.

Gilligan et al also noted that young migrants adopted various strategies to deal with their 

experiences of racism, ranging from minimising the incident in order to defuse its impact; 

avoidance; tackling it head-on through verbal or physical aggression; or preventing or 

reducing the effects of racism through the pursuit of personal achievement. Many of the 

young black African/Irish participants in Ní Laoire et al’s study (2011) disavowed the signif-

icance of racism in their lives and framed racist incidents as individual acts of ignorance 

or bigotry. Finally, the literature highlights institutionalised racism in the Direct Provision 

system as having a profound impact on young asylum seekers’ sense of belonging and 

capacity to integrate (ní Laoire et al, 2011; McGarry, 2012). In particular, the social and 

Thomas and Henri (2011) advocate an approach characterised by openness in which 

young people can express their views without fear of punishment in order to facilitate a 

deeper exploration of their prejudice and their anxieties. They further argue that racism 

can be challenged by facilitating ‘direct meaningful contact … within carefully planned 

and controlled programmes of work’ amongst young people from different ethnic and 

social backgrounds (2011: 87). 

work in multicultural Britain, what emerges from the literature is the sense that there is no 

one ‘model’ or blueprint for supporting young people from ethnic minority groups, for chal-

lenging racism or for supporting cross-community ‘cohesion’  .  Rather what is empha-

sised is an orientation in which youth workers learn to acknowledge the partiality of their 

own perspectives, to challenge the dominance of ‘majority norms’, to ‘critically interpret’ 

different social and cultural systems and to relate to diverse constituencies of people. For 

example, Imam and Bowler (2010) suggest that youth workers may have to support 

minority ethnic young people in moving between a dominant culture in which young 

people are encouraged and expected to have considerable autonomy in making deci-

sions, on the one hand, and the culture of their parents or community where parental or 

community regulation of young people is more pronounced, on the other. 

Many writers on British youth work have stressed its role in purposively challenging 

racism. Imam and Bowler (2010: 142), for instance, argue that the development of ‘critical 

literacy’ among black  young people to enable them to make sense of and resist their 

subordination must be regarded as fundamental to professional youth work practice. The 

interpretation of anti-racist ideas within youth work has been critiqued by Thomas and 

Henri (2011) who argue that some anti-racist approaches have been pedagogically 

limited by creating ‘a moral  code which young people can either subscribe to or be 

punished by’ (Thomas and Henri, 2011: 81). Significantly, Thomas (2002: 60) has argued 

that: 

on the particularly sensitive issue of racism, youth workers sometimes 

‘stop’ being youth workers … they stop drawing and acting on their ‘core’ 

skills of ‘informal education’ … [that is] the ability to develop ‘conversation 

with a purpose’ through listening and questioning as part of a equal and 

positive relationship with young people.



i. Data Collection
The research took place between January and June 2015 using two principal methods — 

in-depth semi-structured qualitative interviews and focus groups. The interviews were 

held with the two workers from CCRYS intercultural youth project, two youth workers from 

youth projects in the Canal Communities area and a Muslim parent and volunteer (see 

table 1 below for summary; see appendix A for interview and focus group guides). 

Focus groups were carried out with three sets of research participants. One focus group 

comprised leaders from minority ethnic communities and one Irish participant from a 

faith-based organisation, each of whom had direct experience of engaging with migrant 

young people (see table 2). This focus group broadly followed the same questions as the 

interviews.

 

The other two focus groups took place with young people directly. Eight young women 

who had migrated to Ireland from Africa participated in the first of these. These young 

women were members of a group that was established to discuss and take action on the 

issues affecting them. This group was affiliated with a migrant women’s organisation. A 

number of them had taken part in leadership training provided by CCRYS. There were 

aged between 20 and 24 years. Given their age and experience, these young people were 

able to offer a reflective analysis of their experiences as young migrants and, where appli-

cable, of their experiences of participation in youth work (see table 3).

The second focus group with young people involved a group of five young people aged 

between 10 and 15 who were participants in a group initiated by a leader in their mosque 

(see table 4). Four of these young people had been born in Ireland to migrant parents. 

One was born in a country in North Africa and migrated to Ireland with her parents as a 

baby. Through her outreach work at their mosque, one of the workers with CCRYS’s inter-

cultural youth project had developed a relationship with this leader and with the young 

women themselves.

During the focus groups, the young participants were invited to complete a questionnaire 

in order to gather specific information about their individual background and identity. Two 

interactive, youth-centred activities were carried out to explore and discuss ideas of 

culture, identity, sense of belonging as well as experience of racism and discrimination. 

The activities were participatory, ensuring that the young people could lead the conversa-

tion to areas they wished to discuss, while also allowing the facilitator to seek further 

details, as appropriate, when something was not clear or not stated directly. The inter-

views lasted between 45-90 minutes and the focus groups took between 90 minutes and 

two hours.

Table 2. Focus Group 1: Community and Religious Leaders

Table 3. Focus group 2: Young Women of African Origin

 

Table 4. Focus group 3: Young Muslim Women  

3.1 Statistical Overview:
      Young People, Migration and   
      Ethnic Identity
Here we present a brief overview of some relevant data from Census 2011 with regard to 

immigration, ethnic identity and religious affiliation. We have restricted ourselves to the 

overall figures for the Republic of Ireland and have not provided a regional breakdown. 

The distribution of migrant/ethnic minority communities varies significantly within and 

across different counties. Youth organisations seeking a more detailed breakdown of the 

number of migrants in their area as well as its ethnic and religious make-up can consult 

‘Profile 6, Migration and Diversity – a Profile of Diversity in Ireland’ and ‘Profile 7, Religion, 

Ethnicity and Irish Travellers’ on the Census website (see Central Statistics Office, 2012a; 

2012b). 

The Census indicates that a total of 544,357 ‘non-Irish’ people were living in Ireland in April 

2011, representing 199 different nationalities. This was an increase of 143% since 2002 

and 30% since 2006, though the rate of increase was slower than in previous years. In 

2011, 12% (544,357) of the population in Ireland was made of up of people with nationali-

ties other than Irish. 17% of the population (766,770) were born outside of Ireland (Central 

Statistics Office, 2012a). The difference between these two figures is partly attributable to 

migrants acquiring Irish citizenship. 

The largest group of migrants to Ireland was Polish nationals (122,585), followed by 

migrants from the UK (112,259). There were 25,198 non-Irish nationals who were born in 

Ireland. The vast majority of this group (two-thirds) were young children under five years. 

Just over one tenth were aged between five and nine years (Central Statistics Office, 

2012a) . 

Given that the participants in this study ranged in age from 10 to 25, it is worth highlight-

ing data relating specifically to this age cohort:

Table 5. 0-14 Year Olds by Region of Origin

   

Table 6. 15-24 Year Olds by Region of Origin

Although all our young participants were of migrant background, four were born in Ireland 

and some had Irish citizenship. It is important, therefore, to note census data relating to 

ethnic identity as well as region of origin (see Central Statistics Office, 2012b). 

Table 7. Ethnic Identity of Children and Young People Aged 0-14

  

Table 8. Ethnic Identity of Young People Aged 15-24

 

Given that religion emerged as an important theme in this research, it is worth noting 

Ireland’s increasing religious diversity. According to Census 2011, the proportion of the 

population who were Catholics reached its lowest point at 84%. However, the actual size 

of the Catholic congregation was at its highest since records began. At 110,410, Polish 

people accounted for the largest number of non-Irish Catholics. There were 49,204 

Muslim people in Ireland, which represented a sharp rise on the previous census. This 

figure included 8,322 children of primary school age and 3,582 of secondary school age. 

There were 14,043 members of Apostolic and Pentecostal churches of whom over 60% 

had African ethnicity (Central Statistics Office, 2012c). 

3.2 ‘Integration’, Participation and      
Belonging
Literature exploring young migrants’ lives demonstrates that young people’s sense of 

belonging and their capacity to ‘integrate’ are shaped, both positively and negatively, by 

factors such as immigration status and policy, friendships, family, racism, religion, 

language competency, inter-generational dynamics, age, social class and gender (Fan-

ning and Veale, 2004; Gilligan et al, 2010; ní Laoire et al, 2011; Szlovák and Szewczyk, 

2015). A growing body of research has also challenged dominant policy discourses 

which frame migrants in a passive way as in ‘need of’ integration by highlighting the active 

role that young people play in creating a sense of belonging (both nationally and transna-

tionally) and in negotiating their own integration (Devine, 2009; Gilligan et al, 2010; ní 

Laoire, 2011). In this section, we draw selectively on literature on the experiences of 

young migrants to explore the themes which resonate most closely with our concerns in 

this research. We thus emphasise literature which addresses young migrants’ participa-

tion and sense of belonging, in particular as influenced by ethnic identity, gender and 

class position. In the subsequent section, we turn more specifically to literature on the role 

of youth work with young migrants and other ethnic minority groups. 

i. Ethnic Identity 

There is, as ní Laoire et al (2009: 99) emphasise, ‘no one “migrant child” experience’. The 

different ways in which migrant young people articulate their sense of personal and social 

identity is just one indication of this. By ‘personal identity’, we mean those qualities, values 

or preferences which a young person regards as particular to herself as an individual; by 

‘social identity’ we are referring to young people’s membership of or identification with 

broad social categories or groups such as age, religion, ethnicity, disability, nationality 

and so forth. For instance, ní Laoire et al (2011) found that many young people that had 

migrated from African countries to Ireland stressed their attachment to both an African 

country and to Ireland (see also Devine, 2009). Despite their identification with two 

cultures, however, these young people sought acceptance from their Irish peers by 

stressing their ‘sameness’ with them through their consumption of highly globalised and 

homogenised forms of fashion or music. While other young African participants did assert 

their difference, this was often in ways which were culturally intelligible and, hence, social-

ly acceptable to their peers, a practice which ní Laoire et al link with these young people’s 

membership of a highly racialised  social group. 

geographical isolation which separates young people from non-asylum-seeking peers 

and the lack of play space for children within the system have been emphasised (ní Laoire 

et al, 2011). Despite this, ní Laoire et al (2011) caution against adult-centric research on 

Direct Provision which can obscure the fact that children do develop meaningful attach-

ments to friends within the direct provision system and to the localities in which these 

centres have been placed.  

iii. Gender 

While ethnic identity is a key factor in structuring young people’s sense of belonging, so 

too is the intersecting category of gender. For instance, in her research with migrant 

children in primary schools, Devine (2009: 527) noted that, for boys, being good on the 

sports field enabled ‘an alignment with high-status masculinities’ that eased the transition 

into a new social context, though this sense of belonging was tempered by racist jibes 

against young black players. 

An analysis of the lives of young Muslims from both new and established communities 

living in a town in the West of Ireland noted that young Muslim women were subject to 

greater parental regulation than their male counterparts, though respect for parents was 

an important social value for young Muslims from both sexes (McGrath and McGarry, 

2014).Girls in this study were not typically allowed to socialise outside the home in the 

evenings or during holidays. While tensions between the young people and their parents 

sometimes emerged because of this, the female participants did not resent this regulation. 

Rather they regarded it as part of their ethical responsibility to uphold their parents’ wishes 

and some spoke warmly of time spent with families within the community network. More-

over, they demonstrated resourcefulness in using their time at home to develop valuable 

artistic or literary skills and used their agency to negotiate concessions from parents. A 

number of young women in this study did, however, object to the fact that there were more 

activities in the community available to boys than to girls. McGarry (2012: 261) notes ‘a 

pressing need for the establishment of local initiatives to counter the social isolation expe-

rienced by many female members of the Ballyhaunis Muslim population.’ Among the mea-

sures she recommends are female-only sporting activities that allow for the wearing of 

modest clothing and a public space such as a youth café where females can freely social-

ise out of school hours. The greater availability of sporting activities for boys was also 

noted in Gilligan et al’s research (2010) with young migrants.

 

Finally, McGarry (2012) indicates that young male Muslims were more likely than females 

to experience hostility from or racialised conflicts with non-Muslim students, although 

again differences emerged between the experiences of young men from newer communi-

ties and those that were more established. The fact that young men from the latter group 

had attended the local primary school and were deeply involved in GAA sports acted as 

a sort of ‘cushion’ against racialised ‘slagging’. Although the girls in McGarry’s study 

experienced less racial hostility than boys, Allen and Neilson (2002, cited in Soni, 2011) 

suggested the reverse, noting that Muslim women were particularly vulnerable to racist 

attacks. They associated this with the fact that the hijab (head scarf) rendered women 

more easily identifiable as Muslims. 

iv. Social Class

Migrants in Ireland are not a homogenous group; there are social class differences both 

within and between different migrant communities (Devine, 2009; Röder et al, 2014). By 

social class, we are referring not alone to income measures, but also to forms of social 

and cultural capital which are relevant to an individual’s class positioning (see Devine, 

2009). An analysis of the socio-economic background of the families of second genera-

tion migrant children illustrates that migrants from EU Accession States and from Africa 

are more likely than those from Asian or so-called ‘EU 13 states’ households — that is, 

those states that were members of the EU prior to 2004 — to be employed in semi- or 

un-skilled occupations. They are also more likely to have lower incomes. Research 

further suggests that many migrants to Ireland undergo ‘downward social mobility’ (ní 

Laoire et al, 2011: 35) due to under-employment, de-skilling or, in the case of asylum 

seekers, because they do not have the right to paid work. Röder et al (2014) point to a 

particular mismatch between the educational levels and occupational status of migrants 

from EU Accession States. The child-specific forms of poverty experienced by children 

in direct provision have also been emphasised (ní Laoire, et al, 2009). Social class 

positioning is in part determined by the immigration system which separates people into 

categories which shape their access to, experience of and mobility within the labour 

market (ní Laoire et al, 2011). 

What is significant for our purposes in this research is the degree to which access to 

economic capital, but also to social and cultural capital, can enable or inhibit young 

migrants’ participation in Irish society and help shape their responses to and interactions 

with their Irish peers. For instance, Devine’s (2009) research with migrant children in 

three Dublin primary schools found that children’s participation in social and cultural 

activities outside of school was influenced by their families’ capacity to pay for them (see 

also ní Laoire et al, 2011). Also relevant was migrant children’s differentiated access to 

social networks through which they could learn about the existence of such activities and 

from which they could draw on lifts to activities and related forms of support (Devine, 

2009). 

Finally, research with young migrants in Ireland has consistently highlighted the very high 

value which they place on educational attainment (Devine, 2009; Gilligan et al, 2010; 

McGarry, 2012), a value which some young migrants observed to be missing among 

their peers in school (Gilligan et al, 2010; McGarry, 2012). Such attitudinal differences 

have been attributed by Gilligan et al (2010) to the fact that the migrants concerned were 

attending schools in areas characterised by socio-economic deprivation. 

While the overview of the research outlined in this section by necessity generalises young 

migrants’ experiences, it nonetheless points to a number of concerns of relevance to 

youth work. While youth work is only briefly mentioned in one of the reports analysed (Gilli-

gan et al, 2010), the benefits of engagement in sport and extra-curricular activities was 

more widely noted (ní Laoire et al, 2011; McGarry, 2012). Moreover, in keeping with youth 

work pedagogy, the literature highlights young people’s own agency in pursuing their own 

‘integration’. However, it also raises the prospect that young migrants could benefit from 

support in navigating the ‘delicate line between recognition versus rejection’ (Devine, 

2009: 526) with regard to matters of identity and racism and in overcoming class- and/or 

gender-based impediments to participation. Youth work has the potential to build on and 

draw out the commonalities between young people of all backgrounds. Equally, the differ-

ences within and between migrant communities and between migrant young people and 

their ‘Irish’ peers which were identified in the literature, suggest that youth work with young 

migrants – as with youth work more generally – is unlikely to have a ‘one-size-fits-all’ char-

acter. We now turn to studies which have more specifically addressed the role of youth 

work in relation to young migrants and, where relevant, ethnic minority young people more 

generally. 

3.3 Youth Work with Young Migrants and 
Ethnic Minority Young People 
i. Youth Work in Ireland 

As mentioned above, youth organisations in Ireland have published a number of strate-

gies in relation to intercultural youth work. These have been undertaken by national youth 

organisations such as Foróige (Foróige, 2008) and at a local level as evidenced in the 

Canal Communities Intercultural Strategy for Youth Work (Lynam, 2009). Detailed resourc-

es to support the development of inclusive youth work with migrants and other young 

people from ethnic minority groups have also been developed (see National Youth Coun-

cil of Ireland, 2012; National Youth Council of Ireland/Youthnet, 2012). Each of these publi-

cations stresses that an ‘open-door’ policy is not sufficient to ensure equality of access for 

migrant young people. Rather, they emphasise the importance of a multi-faceted 

approach to intercultural youth work in which inclusiveness is pro-actively addressed at all 

levels of the organisation. Among the measures advocated in such texts are:

 • The establishment of systems to monitor uptake and outcomes of minority ethnic 

communities in youth work;

• Ongoing needs analysis at local level;

• A range of outreach strategies to establish meaningful contact and engagement 

with children and young people from ethnic minority communities;

• Anti-racist/intercultural organisational policies; 

• The need for ‘buy-in’ from across the organisation, including management; 

• Anti-racism training and measures to ensure protection and redress against 

racism for children and young people; 

• Pre-development work with existing participants in youth services; 

• Collaborative working among relevant youth and community organisations; 

• The appointment of staff and volunteers from ethnic minority communities; 

• Strategies to build the trust of parents;

• Sensitivity to gender issues and to differing cultural and religious values;

• Ongoing monitoring and evaluation of progress towards inclusive youth work. 

In an evaluation of the development and implementation of an intercultural strategy by 

youth organisation Foróige, it is noted:  

Foróige has learned integration is a more complex process than originally 

envisaged. It is not just about the participation of minority children 

although it includes that, or about multicultural activities although it also 

includes that. Integration is also about how the organisation and its staff 

respond to the need of all children in a multicultural setting (McKeown, 

2009: 14-15).

The report does not elaborate on these complexities and as yet there appear to be no Irish 

studies which provide detailed empirical analyses of the challenges and successes of 

everyday youth work with ethnic minority young people. Nevertheless, a number of 

insights have emerged from the National Youth Council of Ireland’s (NYCI) 12 Steps to 

Good Practice guide (NYCI, 2012), which showcases the work of eight youth organisa-

tions that are engaging or have engaged with young people from migrant and/or minority 

ethnic groups. For instance, detail is provided on how youth workers implemented their 

outreach strategies. One Foróige youth worker in Tyrrelstown in West Dublin, an area with 

a particularly high concentration of minority ethnic families, explains: 

For the first 3-4 months I made a point of being active where young 

people were taking part in things in neighbouring areas; music, rap, 

footballs, computers. So basically showing my face around, speaking 

with them, asking them what their interests were. I built up a registry. And 

we also did focus groups locally with the young people in Tyrrelstown to 

see what their needs were (NYCI, 2012: n.p.). 

At a certain point, Irish participants in the project were in a minority in the Tyrrelstown 

Youth Initiative, so the youth worker also successfully undertook activities to include more 

Irish young people who came to account for about half of the young people involved. 

On the matter of whether youth work initiatives with young migrants should be integrated 

or whether they should be targeted towards particular cultural/ethnic groups based on 

need, participants in the 12 Steps guide generally regarded integrated groups as the ideal 

route forward. However, the importance of flexibility and of responding to the needs of 

particular young people was also emphasised. For example, SPARK, (the Support Project 

for Asylum-Seeking and Refugee Kids), a partnership between the HSE and Youth Work 

Ireland Galway which operated between 2002 and 2011, provided a dedicated space 

called ‘Comfort Zone’ in which young asylum seekers and refugees discussed issues 

relating to their particular experiences. However they also participated alongside Irish 

peers in the youth café and in other groups (NYCI, 2012). 

Among the ongoing barriers noted by participants in the NCYI reports were a lack of confi-

dence among youth workers relating to a fear of doing things ‘wrong’ and the appropriate-

ness of mixed-gender groups for some cultural groups. Some organisations have man-

aged to address the latter issue as single-sex groups have been formed based on need, 

for example, a health project with young Irish and Eastern European women in Tyrrelstown 

and a Traveller girls’ group in Bishopstown (NYCI, 2012). 

Crucially, what emerges from the case studies in 12 Steps and in the strategies and 

resources referred to above is the sense that the skills, values and attitudes required to 

develop youth work with young people from ethnic minority groups are the very skills, 

values and attitudes that are required for good youth work practice generally. In particular, 

the importance of flexibility, openness and creativity; of being young-person centred and 

of recognising the young person as a unique individual whose actions, interests and 

perspectives are shaped, but not wholly determined, by their membership of particular 

social groups emerges. Finally, it is notable that those organisations that had succeeded 

in including young people from ethnic minority groups in their activities had deliberately 

and purposively adapted their practice in order to do so.

ii. Youth Work in the UK

Unsurprisingly, the literature on youth work with young people from ethnic minorities is 

more voluminous in the UK than in Ireland. British youth work has been significantly 

influenced by Britain’s history of inward migration, by shifts in government policy with 

regard to the ‘management’ of cultural difference and by the broader politics of anti-rac-

ism and multiculturalism  .  Youth work has also been a site in which inequalities based on 

class and on ‘race’ intersect in complex ways (see Thomas and Henri, 2011). While it is 

impossible in this short space to capture the history or range of perspectives on youth 
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By contrast, the same research found that a more exclusive sense of national belonging 

was expressed by young people who had migrated from countries of Central and Eastern 

Europe. The authors suggest this may relate to the young people’s uncertainty about their 

futures and to the comfort offered by being part of a collective at a time when they felt or 

were made to feel different to their peers  .  

In relation to the impact of cultural difference on young people’s relationships with peers, 

there is clear evidence to show that many young migrants have developed friendships with 

Irish peers (Gilligan et al, 2010; Szlovák and Szewczyk, 2015). However, some cultural 

barriers were noted in relation to this. The prevalence of drinking and smoking among Irish 

teenagers (Gilligan et al, 2010; Szlovák and Szewczyk, 2015) and a perceived lack of 

respect for elders were highlighted by some young people, particularly those from Muslim 

or Pentecostal religious backgrounds (Gilligan et al, 2010).

ii. Racism 

Although, as noted, many migrant young people have formed friendships with Irish peers 

and while schools have proved to be important sites through which young migrants devel-

op connections and experience solidarity (ní Laoire et al, 2011), all of the literature consult-

ed regarding young migrant’s sense of belonging to Irish society addressed the theme of 

racism (Devine, 2009; Gilligan et al, 2010; ní Laoire et al, 2011; McGrath and McGarry, 

2014; Szlovák and Szewczyk, 2015). Gilligan et al (2010: 69) found that the racism was a 

recurring feature of young migrants’ daily lives. Such racism took two principal forms, 

‘virulent and overt racism’ such as harassment and name-calling in public places or school 

and ‘naïve stereotyping and misunderstanding’ such as impressions and opinions of 

people’s countries of origin.

Gilligan et al also noted that young migrants adopted various strategies to deal with their 

experiences of racism, ranging from minimising the incident in order to defuse its impact; 

avoidance; tackling it head-on through verbal or physical aggression; or preventing or 

reducing the effects of racism through the pursuit of personal achievement. Many of the 

young black African/Irish participants in Ní Laoire et al’s study (2011) disavowed the signif-

icance of racism in their lives and framed racist incidents as individual acts of ignorance 

or bigotry. Finally, the literature highlights institutionalised racism in the Direct Provision 

system as having a profound impact on young asylum seekers’ sense of belonging and 

capacity to integrate (ní Laoire et al, 2011; McGarry, 2012). In particular, the social and 

Thomas and Henri (2011) advocate an approach characterised by openness in which 

young people can express their views without fear of punishment in order to facilitate a 

deeper exploration of their prejudice and their anxieties. They further argue that racism 

can be challenged by facilitating ‘direct meaningful contact … within carefully planned 

and controlled programmes of work’ amongst young people from different ethnic and 

social backgrounds (2011: 87). 

work in multicultural Britain, what emerges from the literature is the sense that there is no 

one ‘model’ or blueprint for supporting young people from ethnic minority groups, for chal-

lenging racism or for supporting cross-community ‘cohesion’  .  Rather what is empha-

sised is an orientation in which youth workers learn to acknowledge the partiality of their 

own perspectives, to challenge the dominance of ‘majority norms’, to ‘critically interpret’ 

different social and cultural systems and to relate to diverse constituencies of people. For 

example, Imam and Bowler (2010) suggest that youth workers may have to support 

minority ethnic young people in moving between a dominant culture in which young 

people are encouraged and expected to have considerable autonomy in making deci-

sions, on the one hand, and the culture of their parents or community where parental or 

community regulation of young people is more pronounced, on the other. 

Many writers on British youth work have stressed its role in purposively challenging 

racism. Imam and Bowler (2010: 142), for instance, argue that the development of ‘critical 

literacy’ among black  young people to enable them to make sense of and resist their 

subordination must be regarded as fundamental to professional youth work practice. The 

interpretation of anti-racist ideas within youth work has been critiqued by Thomas and 

Henri (2011) who argue that some anti-racist approaches have been pedagogically 

limited by creating ‘a moral  code which young people can either subscribe to or be 

punished by’ (Thomas and Henri, 2011: 81). Significantly, Thomas (2002: 60) has argued 

that: 

on the particularly sensitive issue of racism, youth workers sometimes 

‘stop’ being youth workers … they stop drawing and acting on their ‘core’ 

skills of ‘informal education’ … [that is] the ability to develop ‘conversation 

with a purpose’ through listening and questioning as part of a equal and 

positive relationship with young people.



i. Data Collection
The research took place between January and June 2015 using two principal methods — 

in-depth semi-structured qualitative interviews and focus groups. The interviews were 

held with the two workers from CCRYS intercultural youth project, two youth workers from 

youth projects in the Canal Communities area and a Muslim parent and volunteer (see 

table 1 below for summary; see appendix A for interview and focus group guides). 

Focus groups were carried out with three sets of research participants. One focus group 

comprised leaders from minority ethnic communities and one Irish participant from a 

faith-based organisation, each of whom had direct experience of engaging with migrant 

young people (see table 2). This focus group broadly followed the same questions as the 

interviews.

 

The other two focus groups took place with young people directly. Eight young women 

who had migrated to Ireland from Africa participated in the first of these. These young 

women were members of a group that was established to discuss and take action on the 

issues affecting them. This group was affiliated with a migrant women’s organisation. A 

number of them had taken part in leadership training provided by CCRYS. There were 

aged between 20 and 24 years. Given their age and experience, these young people were 

able to offer a reflective analysis of their experiences as young migrants and, where appli-

cable, of their experiences of participation in youth work (see table 3).

The second focus group with young people involved a group of five young people aged 

between 10 and 15 who were participants in a group initiated by a leader in their mosque 

(see table 4). Four of these young people had been born in Ireland to migrant parents. 

One was born in a country in North Africa and migrated to Ireland with her parents as a 

baby. Through her outreach work at their mosque, one of the workers with CCRYS’s inter-

cultural youth project had developed a relationship with this leader and with the young 

women themselves.

During the focus groups, the young participants were invited to complete a questionnaire 

in order to gather specific information about their individual background and identity. Two 

interactive, youth-centred activities were carried out to explore and discuss ideas of 

culture, identity, sense of belonging as well as experience of racism and discrimination. 

The activities were participatory, ensuring that the young people could lead the conversa-

tion to areas they wished to discuss, while also allowing the facilitator to seek further 

details, as appropriate, when something was not clear or not stated directly. The inter-

views lasted between 45-90 minutes and the focus groups took between 90 minutes and 

two hours.

Table 2. Focus Group 1: Community and Religious Leaders

Table 3. Focus group 2: Young Women of African Origin

 

Table 4. Focus group 3: Young Muslim Women  

3.1 Statistical Overview:
      Young People, Migration and   
      Ethnic Identity
Here we present a brief overview of some relevant data from Census 2011 with regard to 

immigration, ethnic identity and religious affiliation. We have restricted ourselves to the 

overall figures for the Republic of Ireland and have not provided a regional breakdown. 

The distribution of migrant/ethnic minority communities varies significantly within and 

across different counties. Youth organisations seeking a more detailed breakdown of the 

number of migrants in their area as well as its ethnic and religious make-up can consult 

‘Profile 6, Migration and Diversity – a Profile of Diversity in Ireland’ and ‘Profile 7, Religion, 

Ethnicity and Irish Travellers’ on the Census website (see Central Statistics Office, 2012a; 

2012b). 

The Census indicates that a total of 544,357 ‘non-Irish’ people were living in Ireland in April 

2011, representing 199 different nationalities. This was an increase of 143% since 2002 

and 30% since 2006, though the rate of increase was slower than in previous years. In 

2011, 12% (544,357) of the population in Ireland was made of up of people with nationali-

ties other than Irish. 17% of the population (766,770) were born outside of Ireland (Central 

Statistics Office, 2012a). The difference between these two figures is partly attributable to 

migrants acquiring Irish citizenship. 

The largest group of migrants to Ireland was Polish nationals (122,585), followed by 

migrants from the UK (112,259). There were 25,198 non-Irish nationals who were born in 

Ireland. The vast majority of this group (two-thirds) were young children under five years. 

Just over one tenth were aged between five and nine years (Central Statistics Office, 

2012a) . 

Given that the participants in this study ranged in age from 10 to 25, it is worth highlight-

ing data relating specifically to this age cohort:

Table 5. 0-14 Year Olds by Region of Origin

   

Table 6. 15-24 Year Olds by Region of Origin

Although all our young participants were of migrant background, four were born in Ireland 

and some had Irish citizenship. It is important, therefore, to note census data relating to 

ethnic identity as well as region of origin (see Central Statistics Office, 2012b). 

Table 7. Ethnic Identity of Children and Young People Aged 0-14

  

Table 8. Ethnic Identity of Young People Aged 15-24

 

Given that religion emerged as an important theme in this research, it is worth noting 

Ireland’s increasing religious diversity. According to Census 2011, the proportion of the 

population who were Catholics reached its lowest point at 84%. However, the actual size 

of the Catholic congregation was at its highest since records began. At 110,410, Polish 

people accounted for the largest number of non-Irish Catholics. There were 49,204 

Muslim people in Ireland, which represented a sharp rise on the previous census. This 

figure included 8,322 children of primary school age and 3,582 of secondary school age. 

There were 14,043 members of Apostolic and Pentecostal churches of whom over 60% 

had African ethnicity (Central Statistics Office, 2012c). 

3.2 ‘Integration’, Participation and      
Belonging
Literature exploring young migrants’ lives demonstrates that young people’s sense of 

belonging and their capacity to ‘integrate’ are shaped, both positively and negatively, by 

factors such as immigration status and policy, friendships, family, racism, religion, 

language competency, inter-generational dynamics, age, social class and gender (Fan-

ning and Veale, 2004; Gilligan et al, 2010; ní Laoire et al, 2011; Szlovák and Szewczyk, 

2015). A growing body of research has also challenged dominant policy discourses 

which frame migrants in a passive way as in ‘need of’ integration by highlighting the active 

role that young people play in creating a sense of belonging (both nationally and transna-

tionally) and in negotiating their own integration (Devine, 2009; Gilligan et al, 2010; ní 

Laoire, 2011). In this section, we draw selectively on literature on the experiences of 

young migrants to explore the themes which resonate most closely with our concerns in 

this research. We thus emphasise literature which addresses young migrants’ participa-

tion and sense of belonging, in particular as influenced by ethnic identity, gender and 

class position. In the subsequent section, we turn more specifically to literature on the role 

of youth work with young migrants and other ethnic minority groups. 

i. Ethnic Identity 

There is, as ní Laoire et al (2009: 99) emphasise, ‘no one “migrant child” experience’. The 

different ways in which migrant young people articulate their sense of personal and social 

identity is just one indication of this. By ‘personal identity’, we mean those qualities, values 

or preferences which a young person regards as particular to herself as an individual; by 

‘social identity’ we are referring to young people’s membership of or identification with 

broad social categories or groups such as age, religion, ethnicity, disability, nationality 

and so forth. For instance, ní Laoire et al (2011) found that many young people that had 

migrated from African countries to Ireland stressed their attachment to both an African 

country and to Ireland (see also Devine, 2009). Despite their identification with two 

cultures, however, these young people sought acceptance from their Irish peers by 

stressing their ‘sameness’ with them through their consumption of highly globalised and 

homogenised forms of fashion or music. While other young African participants did assert 

their difference, this was often in ways which were culturally intelligible and, hence, social-

ly acceptable to their peers, a practice which ní Laoire et al link with these young people’s 

membership of a highly racialised  social group. 

geographical isolation which separates young people from non-asylum-seeking peers 

and the lack of play space for children within the system have been emphasised (ní Laoire 

et al, 2011). Despite this, ní Laoire et al (2011) caution against adult-centric research on 

Direct Provision which can obscure the fact that children do develop meaningful attach-

ments to friends within the direct provision system and to the localities in which these 

centres have been placed.  

iii. Gender 

While ethnic identity is a key factor in structuring young people’s sense of belonging, so 

too is the intersecting category of gender. For instance, in her research with migrant 

children in primary schools, Devine (2009: 527) noted that, for boys, being good on the 

sports field enabled ‘an alignment with high-status masculinities’ that eased the transition 

into a new social context, though this sense of belonging was tempered by racist jibes 

against young black players. 

An analysis of the lives of young Muslims from both new and established communities 

living in a town in the West of Ireland noted that young Muslim women were subject to 

greater parental regulation than their male counterparts, though respect for parents was 

an important social value for young Muslims from both sexes (McGrath and McGarry, 

2014).Girls in this study were not typically allowed to socialise outside the home in the 

evenings or during holidays. While tensions between the young people and their parents 

sometimes emerged because of this, the female participants did not resent this regulation. 

Rather they regarded it as part of their ethical responsibility to uphold their parents’ wishes 

and some spoke warmly of time spent with families within the community network. More-

over, they demonstrated resourcefulness in using their time at home to develop valuable 

artistic or literary skills and used their agency to negotiate concessions from parents. A 

number of young women in this study did, however, object to the fact that there were more 

activities in the community available to boys than to girls. McGarry (2012: 261) notes ‘a 

pressing need for the establishment of local initiatives to counter the social isolation expe-

rienced by many female members of the Ballyhaunis Muslim population.’ Among the mea-

sures she recommends are female-only sporting activities that allow for the wearing of 

modest clothing and a public space such as a youth café where females can freely social-

ise out of school hours. The greater availability of sporting activities for boys was also 

noted in Gilligan et al’s research (2010) with young migrants.

 

Finally, McGarry (2012) indicates that young male Muslims were more likely than females 

to experience hostility from or racialised conflicts with non-Muslim students, although 

again differences emerged between the experiences of young men from newer communi-

ties and those that were more established. The fact that young men from the latter group 

had attended the local primary school and were deeply involved in GAA sports acted as 

a sort of ‘cushion’ against racialised ‘slagging’. Although the girls in McGarry’s study 

experienced less racial hostility than boys, Allen and Neilson (2002, cited in Soni, 2011) 

suggested the reverse, noting that Muslim women were particularly vulnerable to racist 

attacks. They associated this with the fact that the hijab (head scarf) rendered women 

more easily identifiable as Muslims. 

iv. Social Class

Migrants in Ireland are not a homogenous group; there are social class differences both 

within and between different migrant communities (Devine, 2009; Röder et al, 2014). By 

social class, we are referring not alone to income measures, but also to forms of social 

and cultural capital which are relevant to an individual’s class positioning (see Devine, 

2009). An analysis of the socio-economic background of the families of second genera-

tion migrant children illustrates that migrants from EU Accession States and from Africa 

are more likely than those from Asian or so-called ‘EU 13 states’ households — that is, 

those states that were members of the EU prior to 2004 — to be employed in semi- or 

un-skilled occupations. They are also more likely to have lower incomes. Research 

further suggests that many migrants to Ireland undergo ‘downward social mobility’ (ní 

Laoire et al, 2011: 35) due to under-employment, de-skilling or, in the case of asylum 

seekers, because they do not have the right to paid work. Röder et al (2014) point to a 

particular mismatch between the educational levels and occupational status of migrants 

from EU Accession States. The child-specific forms of poverty experienced by children 

in direct provision have also been emphasised (ní Laoire, et al, 2009). Social class 

positioning is in part determined by the immigration system which separates people into 

categories which shape their access to, experience of and mobility within the labour 

market (ní Laoire et al, 2011). 

What is significant for our purposes in this research is the degree to which access to 

economic capital, but also to social and cultural capital, can enable or inhibit young 

migrants’ participation in Irish society and help shape their responses to and interactions 

with their Irish peers. For instance, Devine’s (2009) research with migrant children in 

three Dublin primary schools found that children’s participation in social and cultural 

activities outside of school was influenced by their families’ capacity to pay for them (see 

also ní Laoire et al, 2011). Also relevant was migrant children’s differentiated access to 

social networks through which they could learn about the existence of such activities and 

from which they could draw on lifts to activities and related forms of support (Devine, 

2009). 

Finally, research with young migrants in Ireland has consistently highlighted the very high 

value which they place on educational attainment (Devine, 2009; Gilligan et al, 2010; 

McGarry, 2012), a value which some young migrants observed to be missing among 

their peers in school (Gilligan et al, 2010; McGarry, 2012). Such attitudinal differences 

have been attributed by Gilligan et al (2010) to the fact that the migrants concerned were 

attending schools in areas characterised by socio-economic deprivation. 

While the overview of the research outlined in this section by necessity generalises young 

migrants’ experiences, it nonetheless points to a number of concerns of relevance to 

youth work. While youth work is only briefly mentioned in one of the reports analysed (Gilli-

gan et al, 2010), the benefits of engagement in sport and extra-curricular activities was 

more widely noted (ní Laoire et al, 2011; McGarry, 2012). Moreover, in keeping with youth 

work pedagogy, the literature highlights young people’s own agency in pursuing their own 

‘integration’. However, it also raises the prospect that young migrants could benefit from 

support in navigating the ‘delicate line between recognition versus rejection’ (Devine, 

2009: 526) with regard to matters of identity and racism and in overcoming class- and/or 

gender-based impediments to participation. Youth work has the potential to build on and 

draw out the commonalities between young people of all backgrounds. Equally, the differ-

ences within and between migrant communities and between migrant young people and 

their ‘Irish’ peers which were identified in the literature, suggest that youth work with young 

migrants – as with youth work more generally – is unlikely to have a ‘one-size-fits-all’ char-

acter. We now turn to studies which have more specifically addressed the role of youth 

work in relation to young migrants and, where relevant, ethnic minority young people more 

generally. 

3.3 Youth Work with Young Migrants and 
Ethnic Minority Young People 
i. Youth Work in Ireland 

As mentioned above, youth organisations in Ireland have published a number of strate-

gies in relation to intercultural youth work. These have been undertaken by national youth 

organisations such as Foróige (Foróige, 2008) and at a local level as evidenced in the 

Canal Communities Intercultural Strategy for Youth Work (Lynam, 2009). Detailed resourc-

es to support the development of inclusive youth work with migrants and other young 

people from ethnic minority groups have also been developed (see National Youth Coun-

cil of Ireland, 2012; National Youth Council of Ireland/Youthnet, 2012). Each of these publi-

cations stresses that an ‘open-door’ policy is not sufficient to ensure equality of access for 

migrant young people. Rather, they emphasise the importance of a multi-faceted 

approach to intercultural youth work in which inclusiveness is pro-actively addressed at all 

levels of the organisation. Among the measures advocated in such texts are:

 • The establishment of systems to monitor uptake and outcomes of minority ethnic 

communities in youth work;

• Ongoing needs analysis at local level;

• A range of outreach strategies to establish meaningful contact and engagement 

with children and young people from ethnic minority communities;

• Anti-racist/intercultural organisational policies; 

• The need for ‘buy-in’ from across the organisation, including management; 

• Anti-racism training and measures to ensure protection and redress against 

racism for children and young people; 

• Pre-development work with existing participants in youth services; 

• Collaborative working among relevant youth and community organisations; 

• The appointment of staff and volunteers from ethnic minority communities; 

• Strategies to build the trust of parents;

• Sensitivity to gender issues and to differing cultural and religious values;

• Ongoing monitoring and evaluation of progress towards inclusive youth work. 

In an evaluation of the development and implementation of an intercultural strategy by 

youth organisation Foróige, it is noted:  

Foróige has learned integration is a more complex process than originally 

envisaged. It is not just about the participation of minority children 

although it includes that, or about multicultural activities although it also 

includes that. Integration is also about how the organisation and its staff 

respond to the need of all children in a multicultural setting (McKeown, 

2009: 14-15).

The report does not elaborate on these complexities and as yet there appear to be no Irish 

studies which provide detailed empirical analyses of the challenges and successes of 

everyday youth work with ethnic minority young people. Nevertheless, a number of 

insights have emerged from the National Youth Council of Ireland’s (NYCI) 12 Steps to 

Good Practice guide (NYCI, 2012), which showcases the work of eight youth organisa-

tions that are engaging or have engaged with young people from migrant and/or minority 

ethnic groups. For instance, detail is provided on how youth workers implemented their 

outreach strategies. One Foróige youth worker in Tyrrelstown in West Dublin, an area with 

a particularly high concentration of minority ethnic families, explains: 

For the first 3-4 months I made a point of being active where young 

people were taking part in things in neighbouring areas; music, rap, 

footballs, computers. So basically showing my face around, speaking 

with them, asking them what their interests were. I built up a registry. And 

we also did focus groups locally with the young people in Tyrrelstown to 

see what their needs were (NYCI, 2012: n.p.). 

At a certain point, Irish participants in the project were in a minority in the Tyrrelstown 

Youth Initiative, so the youth worker also successfully undertook activities to include more 

Irish young people who came to account for about half of the young people involved. 

On the matter of whether youth work initiatives with young migrants should be integrated 

or whether they should be targeted towards particular cultural/ethnic groups based on 

need, participants in the 12 Steps guide generally regarded integrated groups as the ideal 

route forward. However, the importance of flexibility and of responding to the needs of 

particular young people was also emphasised. For example, SPARK, (the Support Project 

for Asylum-Seeking and Refugee Kids), a partnership between the HSE and Youth Work 

Ireland Galway which operated between 2002 and 2011, provided a dedicated space 

called ‘Comfort Zone’ in which young asylum seekers and refugees discussed issues 

relating to their particular experiences. However they also participated alongside Irish 

peers in the youth café and in other groups (NYCI, 2012). 

Among the ongoing barriers noted by participants in the NCYI reports were a lack of confi-

dence among youth workers relating to a fear of doing things ‘wrong’ and the appropriate-

ness of mixed-gender groups for some cultural groups. Some organisations have man-

aged to address the latter issue as single-sex groups have been formed based on need, 

for example, a health project with young Irish and Eastern European women in Tyrrelstown 

and a Traveller girls’ group in Bishopstown (NYCI, 2012). 

Crucially, what emerges from the case studies in 12 Steps and in the strategies and 

resources referred to above is the sense that the skills, values and attitudes required to 

develop youth work with young people from ethnic minority groups are the very skills, 

values and attitudes that are required for good youth work practice generally. In particular, 

the importance of flexibility, openness and creativity; of being young-person centred and 

of recognising the young person as a unique individual whose actions, interests and 

perspectives are shaped, but not wholly determined, by their membership of particular 

social groups emerges. Finally, it is notable that those organisations that had succeeded 

in including young people from ethnic minority groups in their activities had deliberately 

and purposively adapted their practice in order to do so.

ii. Youth Work in the UK

Unsurprisingly, the literature on youth work with young people from ethnic minorities is 

more voluminous in the UK than in Ireland. British youth work has been significantly 

influenced by Britain’s history of inward migration, by shifts in government policy with 

regard to the ‘management’ of cultural difference and by the broader politics of anti-rac-

ism and multiculturalism  .  Youth work has also been a site in which inequalities based on 

class and on ‘race’ intersect in complex ways (see Thomas and Henri, 2011). While it is 

impossible in this short space to capture the history or range of perspectives on youth 
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By contrast, the same research found that a more exclusive sense of national belonging 

was expressed by young people who had migrated from countries of Central and Eastern 

Europe. The authors suggest this may relate to the young people’s uncertainty about their 

futures and to the comfort offered by being part of a collective at a time when they felt or 

were made to feel different to their peers  .  

In relation to the impact of cultural difference on young people’s relationships with peers, 

there is clear evidence to show that many young migrants have developed friendships with 

Irish peers (Gilligan et al, 2010; Szlovák and Szewczyk, 2015). However, some cultural 

barriers were noted in relation to this. The prevalence of drinking and smoking among Irish 

teenagers (Gilligan et al, 2010; Szlovák and Szewczyk, 2015) and a perceived lack of 

respect for elders were highlighted by some young people, particularly those from Muslim 

or Pentecostal religious backgrounds (Gilligan et al, 2010).

ii. Racism 

Although, as noted, many migrant young people have formed friendships with Irish peers 

and while schools have proved to be important sites through which young migrants devel-

op connections and experience solidarity (ní Laoire et al, 2011), all of the literature consult-

ed regarding young migrant’s sense of belonging to Irish society addressed the theme of 

racism (Devine, 2009; Gilligan et al, 2010; ní Laoire et al, 2011; McGrath and McGarry, 

2014; Szlovák and Szewczyk, 2015). Gilligan et al (2010: 69) found that the racism was a 

recurring feature of young migrants’ daily lives. Such racism took two principal forms, 

‘virulent and overt racism’ such as harassment and name-calling in public places or school 

and ‘naïve stereotyping and misunderstanding’ such as impressions and opinions of 

people’s countries of origin.

Gilligan et al also noted that young migrants adopted various strategies to deal with their 

experiences of racism, ranging from minimising the incident in order to defuse its impact; 

avoidance; tackling it head-on through verbal or physical aggression; or preventing or 

reducing the effects of racism through the pursuit of personal achievement. Many of the 

young black African/Irish participants in Ní Laoire et al’s study (2011) disavowed the signif-

icance of racism in their lives and framed racist incidents as individual acts of ignorance 

or bigotry. Finally, the literature highlights institutionalised racism in the Direct Provision 

system as having a profound impact on young asylum seekers’ sense of belonging and 

capacity to integrate (ní Laoire et al, 2011; McGarry, 2012). In particular, the social and 

Thomas and Henri (2011) advocate an approach characterised by openness in which 

young people can express their views without fear of punishment in order to facilitate a 

deeper exploration of their prejudice and their anxieties. They further argue that racism 

can be challenged by facilitating ‘direct meaningful contact … within carefully planned 

and controlled programmes of work’ amongst young people from different ethnic and 

social backgrounds (2011: 87). 

work in multicultural Britain, what emerges from the literature is the sense that there is no 

one ‘model’ or blueprint for supporting young people from ethnic minority groups, for chal-

lenging racism or for supporting cross-community ‘cohesion’  .  Rather what is empha-

sised is an orientation in which youth workers learn to acknowledge the partiality of their 

own perspectives, to challenge the dominance of ‘majority norms’, to ‘critically interpret’ 

different social and cultural systems and to relate to diverse constituencies of people. For 

example, Imam and Bowler (2010) suggest that youth workers may have to support 

minority ethnic young people in moving between a dominant culture in which young 

people are encouraged and expected to have considerable autonomy in making deci-

sions, on the one hand, and the culture of their parents or community where parental or 

community regulation of young people is more pronounced, on the other. 

Many writers on British youth work have stressed its role in purposively challenging 

racism. Imam and Bowler (2010: 142), for instance, argue that the development of ‘critical 

literacy’ among black  young people to enable them to make sense of and resist their 

subordination must be regarded as fundamental to professional youth work practice. The 

interpretation of anti-racist ideas within youth work has been critiqued by Thomas and 

Henri (2011) who argue that some anti-racist approaches have been pedagogically 

limited by creating ‘a moral  code which young people can either subscribe to or be 

punished by’ (Thomas and Henri, 2011: 81). Significantly, Thomas (2002: 60) has argued 

that: 

on the particularly sensitive issue of racism, youth workers sometimes 

‘stop’ being youth workers … they stop drawing and acting on their ‘core’ 

skills of ‘informal education’ … [that is] the ability to develop ‘conversation 

with a purpose’ through listening and questioning as part of a equal and 

positive relationship with young people.
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i. Data Collection
The research took place between January and June 2015 using two principal methods — 

in-depth semi-structured qualitative interviews and focus groups. The interviews were 

held with the two workers from CCRYS intercultural youth project, two youth workers from 

youth projects in the Canal Communities area and a Muslim parent and volunteer (see 

table 1 below for summary; see appendix A for interview and focus group guides). 

Focus groups were carried out with three sets of research participants. One focus group 

comprised leaders from minority ethnic communities and one Irish participant from a 

faith-based organisation, each of whom had direct experience of engaging with migrant 

young people (see table 2). This focus group broadly followed the same questions as the 

interviews.

 

The other two focus groups took place with young people directly. Eight young women 

who had migrated to Ireland from Africa participated in the first of these. These young 

women were members of a group that was established to discuss and take action on the 

issues affecting them. This group was affiliated with a migrant women’s organisation. A 

number of them had taken part in leadership training provided by CCRYS. There were 

aged between 20 and 24 years. Given their age and experience, these young people were 

able to offer a reflective analysis of their experiences as young migrants and, where appli-

cable, of their experiences of participation in youth work (see table 3).

The second focus group with young people involved a group of five young people aged 

between 10 and 15 who were participants in a group initiated by a leader in their mosque 

(see table 4). Four of these young people had been born in Ireland to migrant parents. 

One was born in a country in North Africa and migrated to Ireland with her parents as a 

baby. Through her outreach work at their mosque, one of the workers with CCRYS’s inter-

cultural youth project had developed a relationship with this leader and with the young 

women themselves.

During the focus groups, the young participants were invited to complete a questionnaire 

in order to gather specific information about their individual background and identity. Two 

interactive, youth-centred activities were carried out to explore and discuss ideas of 

culture, identity, sense of belonging as well as experience of racism and discrimination. 

The activities were participatory, ensuring that the young people could lead the conversa-

tion to areas they wished to discuss, while also allowing the facilitator to seek further 

details, as appropriate, when something was not clear or not stated directly. The inter-

views lasted between 45-90 minutes and the focus groups took between 90 minutes and 

two hours.

Table 2. Focus Group 1: Community and Religious Leaders

Table 3. Focus group 2: Young Women of African Origin

 

Table 4. Focus group 3: Young Muslim Women  

3.1 Statistical Overview:
      Young People, Migration and   
      Ethnic Identity
Here we present a brief overview of some relevant data from Census 2011 with regard to 

immigration, ethnic identity and religious affiliation. We have restricted ourselves to the 

overall figures for the Republic of Ireland and have not provided a regional breakdown. 

The distribution of migrant/ethnic minority communities varies significantly within and 

across different counties. Youth organisations seeking a more detailed breakdown of the 

number of migrants in their area as well as its ethnic and religious make-up can consult 

‘Profile 6, Migration and Diversity – a Profile of Diversity in Ireland’ and ‘Profile 7, Religion, 

Ethnicity and Irish Travellers’ on the Census website (see Central Statistics Office, 2012a; 

2012b). 

The Census indicates that a total of 544,357 ‘non-Irish’ people were living in Ireland in April 

2011, representing 199 different nationalities. This was an increase of 143% since 2002 

and 30% since 2006, though the rate of increase was slower than in previous years. In 

2011, 12% (544,357) of the population in Ireland was made of up of people with nationali-

ties other than Irish. 17% of the population (766,770) were born outside of Ireland (Central 

Statistics Office, 2012a). The difference between these two figures is partly attributable to 

migrants acquiring Irish citizenship. 

The largest group of migrants to Ireland was Polish nationals (122,585), followed by 

migrants from the UK (112,259). There were 25,198 non-Irish nationals who were born in 

Ireland. The vast majority of this group (two-thirds) were young children under five years. 

Just over one tenth were aged between five and nine years (Central Statistics Office, 

2012a) . 

Given that the participants in this study ranged in age from 10 to 25, it is worth highlight-

ing data relating specifically to this age cohort:

Table 5. 0-14 Year Olds by Region of Origin

   

Table 6. 15-24 Year Olds by Region of Origin

Although all our young participants were of migrant background, four were born in Ireland 

and some had Irish citizenship. It is important, therefore, to note census data relating to 

ethnic identity as well as region of origin (see Central Statistics Office, 2012b). 

Table 7. Ethnic Identity of Children and Young People Aged 0-14

  

Table 8. Ethnic Identity of Young People Aged 15-24

 

Given that religion emerged as an important theme in this research, it is worth noting 

Ireland’s increasing religious diversity. According to Census 2011, the proportion of the 

population who were Catholics reached its lowest point at 84%. However, the actual size 

of the Catholic congregation was at its highest since records began. At 110,410, Polish 

people accounted for the largest number of non-Irish Catholics. There were 49,204 

Muslim people in Ireland, which represented a sharp rise on the previous census. This 

figure included 8,322 children of primary school age and 3,582 of secondary school age. 

There were 14,043 members of Apostolic and Pentecostal churches of whom over 60% 

had African ethnicity (Central Statistics Office, 2012c). 

3.2 ‘Integration’, Participation and      
Belonging
Literature exploring young migrants’ lives demonstrates that young people’s sense of 

belonging and their capacity to ‘integrate’ are shaped, both positively and negatively, by 

factors such as immigration status and policy, friendships, family, racism, religion, 

language competency, inter-generational dynamics, age, social class and gender (Fan-

ning and Veale, 2004; Gilligan et al, 2010; ní Laoire et al, 2011; Szlovák and Szewczyk, 

2015). A growing body of research has also challenged dominant policy discourses 

which frame migrants in a passive way as in ‘need of’ integration by highlighting the active 

role that young people play in creating a sense of belonging (both nationally and transna-

tionally) and in negotiating their own integration (Devine, 2009; Gilligan et al, 2010; ní 

Laoire, 2011). In this section, we draw selectively on literature on the experiences of 

young migrants to explore the themes which resonate most closely with our concerns in 

this research. We thus emphasise literature which addresses young migrants’ participa-

tion and sense of belonging, in particular as influenced by ethnic identity, gender and 

class position. In the subsequent section, we turn more specifically to literature on the role 

of youth work with young migrants and other ethnic minority groups. 

i. Ethnic Identity 

There is, as ní Laoire et al (2009: 99) emphasise, ‘no one “migrant child” experience’. The 

different ways in which migrant young people articulate their sense of personal and social 

identity is just one indication of this. By ‘personal identity’, we mean those qualities, values 

or preferences which a young person regards as particular to herself as an individual; by 

‘social identity’ we are referring to young people’s membership of or identification with 

broad social categories or groups such as age, religion, ethnicity, disability, nationality 

and so forth. For instance, ní Laoire et al (2011) found that many young people that had 

migrated from African countries to Ireland stressed their attachment to both an African 

country and to Ireland (see also Devine, 2009). Despite their identification with two 

cultures, however, these young people sought acceptance from their Irish peers by 

stressing their ‘sameness’ with them through their consumption of highly globalised and 

homogenised forms of fashion or music. While other young African participants did assert 

their difference, this was often in ways which were culturally intelligible and, hence, social-

ly acceptable to their peers, a practice which ní Laoire et al link with these young people’s 

membership of a highly racialised  social group. 

geographical isolation which separates young people from non-asylum-seeking peers 

and the lack of play space for children within the system have been emphasised (ní Laoire 

et al, 2011). Despite this, ní Laoire et al (2011) caution against adult-centric research on 

Direct Provision which can obscure the fact that children do develop meaningful attach-

ments to friends within the direct provision system and to the localities in which these 

centres have been placed.  

iii. Gender 

While ethnic identity is a key factor in structuring young people’s sense of belonging, so 

too is the intersecting category of gender. For instance, in her research with migrant 

children in primary schools, Devine (2009: 527) noted that, for boys, being good on the 

sports field enabled ‘an alignment with high-status masculinities’ that eased the transition 

into a new social context, though this sense of belonging was tempered by racist jibes 

against young black players. 

An analysis of the lives of young Muslims from both new and established communities 

living in a town in the West of Ireland noted that young Muslim women were subject to 

greater parental regulation than their male counterparts, though respect for parents was 

an important social value for young Muslims from both sexes (McGrath and McGarry, 

2014).Girls in this study were not typically allowed to socialise outside the home in the 

evenings or during holidays. While tensions between the young people and their parents 

sometimes emerged because of this, the female participants did not resent this regulation. 

Rather they regarded it as part of their ethical responsibility to uphold their parents’ wishes 

and some spoke warmly of time spent with families within the community network. More-

over, they demonstrated resourcefulness in using their time at home to develop valuable 

artistic or literary skills and used their agency to negotiate concessions from parents. A 

number of young women in this study did, however, object to the fact that there were more 

activities in the community available to boys than to girls. McGarry (2012: 261) notes ‘a 

pressing need for the establishment of local initiatives to counter the social isolation expe-

rienced by many female members of the Ballyhaunis Muslim population.’ Among the mea-

sures she recommends are female-only sporting activities that allow for the wearing of 

modest clothing and a public space such as a youth café where females can freely social-

ise out of school hours. The greater availability of sporting activities for boys was also 

noted in Gilligan et al’s research (2010) with young migrants.

 

Finally, McGarry (2012) indicates that young male Muslims were more likely than females 

to experience hostility from or racialised conflicts with non-Muslim students, although 

again differences emerged between the experiences of young men from newer communi-

ties and those that were more established. The fact that young men from the latter group 

had attended the local primary school and were deeply involved in GAA sports acted as 

a sort of ‘cushion’ against racialised ‘slagging’. Although the girls in McGarry’s study 

experienced less racial hostility than boys, Allen and Neilson (2002, cited in Soni, 2011) 

suggested the reverse, noting that Muslim women were particularly vulnerable to racist 

attacks. They associated this with the fact that the hijab (head scarf) rendered women 

more easily identifiable as Muslims. 

iv. Social Class

Migrants in Ireland are not a homogenous group; there are social class differences both 

within and between different migrant communities (Devine, 2009; Röder et al, 2014). By 

social class, we are referring not alone to income measures, but also to forms of social 

and cultural capital which are relevant to an individual’s class positioning (see Devine, 

2009). An analysis of the socio-economic background of the families of second genera-

tion migrant children illustrates that migrants from EU Accession States and from Africa 

are more likely than those from Asian or so-called ‘EU 13 states’ households — that is, 

those states that were members of the EU prior to 2004 — to be employed in semi- or 

un-skilled occupations. They are also more likely to have lower incomes. Research 

further suggests that many migrants to Ireland undergo ‘downward social mobility’ (ní 

Laoire et al, 2011: 35) due to under-employment, de-skilling or, in the case of asylum 

seekers, because they do not have the right to paid work. Röder et al (2014) point to a 

particular mismatch between the educational levels and occupational status of migrants 

from EU Accession States. The child-specific forms of poverty experienced by children 

in direct provision have also been emphasised (ní Laoire, et al, 2009). Social class 

positioning is in part determined by the immigration system which separates people into 

categories which shape their access to, experience of and mobility within the labour 

market (ní Laoire et al, 2011). 

What is significant for our purposes in this research is the degree to which access to 

economic capital, but also to social and cultural capital, can enable or inhibit young 

migrants’ participation in Irish society and help shape their responses to and interactions 

with their Irish peers. For instance, Devine’s (2009) research with migrant children in 

three Dublin primary schools found that children’s participation in social and cultural 

activities outside of school was influenced by their families’ capacity to pay for them (see 

also ní Laoire et al, 2011). Also relevant was migrant children’s differentiated access to 

social networks through which they could learn about the existence of such activities and 

from which they could draw on lifts to activities and related forms of support (Devine, 

2009). 

Finally, research with young migrants in Ireland has consistently highlighted the very high 

value which they place on educational attainment (Devine, 2009; Gilligan et al, 2010; 

McGarry, 2012), a value which some young migrants observed to be missing among 

their peers in school (Gilligan et al, 2010; McGarry, 2012). Such attitudinal differences 

have been attributed by Gilligan et al (2010) to the fact that the migrants concerned were 

attending schools in areas characterised by socio-economic deprivation. 

While the overview of the research outlined in this section by necessity generalises young 

migrants’ experiences, it nonetheless points to a number of concerns of relevance to 

youth work. While youth work is only briefly mentioned in one of the reports analysed (Gilli-

gan et al, 2010), the benefits of engagement in sport and extra-curricular activities was 

more widely noted (ní Laoire et al, 2011; McGarry, 2012). Moreover, in keeping with youth 

work pedagogy, the literature highlights young people’s own agency in pursuing their own 

‘integration’. However, it also raises the prospect that young migrants could benefit from 

support in navigating the ‘delicate line between recognition versus rejection’ (Devine, 

2009: 526) with regard to matters of identity and racism and in overcoming class- and/or 

gender-based impediments to participation. Youth work has the potential to build on and 

draw out the commonalities between young people of all backgrounds. Equally, the differ-

ences within and between migrant communities and between migrant young people and 

their ‘Irish’ peers which were identified in the literature, suggest that youth work with young 

migrants – as with youth work more generally – is unlikely to have a ‘one-size-fits-all’ char-

acter. We now turn to studies which have more specifically addressed the role of youth 

work in relation to young migrants and, where relevant, ethnic minority young people more 

generally. 

3.3 Youth Work with Young Migrants and 
Ethnic Minority Young People 
i. Youth Work in Ireland 

As mentioned above, youth organisations in Ireland have published a number of strate-

gies in relation to intercultural youth work. These have been undertaken by national youth 

organisations such as Foróige (Foróige, 2008) and at a local level as evidenced in the 

Canal Communities Intercultural Strategy for Youth Work (Lynam, 2009). Detailed resourc-

es to support the development of inclusive youth work with migrants and other young 

people from ethnic minority groups have also been developed (see National Youth Coun-

cil of Ireland, 2012; National Youth Council of Ireland/Youthnet, 2012). Each of these publi-

cations stresses that an ‘open-door’ policy is not sufficient to ensure equality of access for 

migrant young people. Rather, they emphasise the importance of a multi-faceted 

approach to intercultural youth work in which inclusiveness is pro-actively addressed at all 

levels of the organisation. Among the measures advocated in such texts are:

 • The establishment of systems to monitor uptake and outcomes of minority ethnic 

communities in youth work;

• Ongoing needs analysis at local level;

• A range of outreach strategies to establish meaningful contact and engagement 

with children and young people from ethnic minority communities;

• Anti-racist/intercultural organisational policies; 

• The need for ‘buy-in’ from across the organisation, including management; 

• Anti-racism training and measures to ensure protection and redress against 

racism for children and young people; 

• Pre-development work with existing participants in youth services; 

• Collaborative working among relevant youth and community organisations; 

• The appointment of staff and volunteers from ethnic minority communities; 

• Strategies to build the trust of parents;

• Sensitivity to gender issues and to differing cultural and religious values;

• Ongoing monitoring and evaluation of progress towards inclusive youth work. 

In an evaluation of the development and implementation of an intercultural strategy by 

youth organisation Foróige, it is noted:  

Foróige has learned integration is a more complex process than originally 

envisaged. It is not just about the participation of minority children 

although it includes that, or about multicultural activities although it also 

includes that. Integration is also about how the organisation and its staff 

respond to the need of all children in a multicultural setting (McKeown, 

2009: 14-15).

The report does not elaborate on these complexities and as yet there appear to be no Irish 

studies which provide detailed empirical analyses of the challenges and successes of 

everyday youth work with ethnic minority young people. Nevertheless, a number of 

insights have emerged from the National Youth Council of Ireland’s (NYCI) 12 Steps to 

Good Practice guide (NYCI, 2012), which showcases the work of eight youth organisa-

tions that are engaging or have engaged with young people from migrant and/or minority 

ethnic groups. For instance, detail is provided on how youth workers implemented their 

outreach strategies. One Foróige youth worker in Tyrrelstown in West Dublin, an area with 

a particularly high concentration of minority ethnic families, explains: 

For the first 3-4 months I made a point of being active where young 

people were taking part in things in neighbouring areas; music, rap, 

footballs, computers. So basically showing my face around, speaking 

with them, asking them what their interests were. I built up a registry. And 

we also did focus groups locally with the young people in Tyrrelstown to 

see what their needs were (NYCI, 2012: n.p.). 

At a certain point, Irish participants in the project were in a minority in the Tyrrelstown 

Youth Initiative, so the youth worker also successfully undertook activities to include more 

Irish young people who came to account for about half of the young people involved. 

On the matter of whether youth work initiatives with young migrants should be integrated 

or whether they should be targeted towards particular cultural/ethnic groups based on 

need, participants in the 12 Steps guide generally regarded integrated groups as the ideal 

route forward. However, the importance of flexibility and of responding to the needs of 

particular young people was also emphasised. For example, SPARK, (the Support Project 

for Asylum-Seeking and Refugee Kids), a partnership between the HSE and Youth Work 

Ireland Galway which operated between 2002 and 2011, provided a dedicated space 

called ‘Comfort Zone’ in which young asylum seekers and refugees discussed issues 

relating to their particular experiences. However they also participated alongside Irish 

peers in the youth café and in other groups (NYCI, 2012). 

Among the ongoing barriers noted by participants in the NCYI reports were a lack of confi-

dence among youth workers relating to a fear of doing things ‘wrong’ and the appropriate-

ness of mixed-gender groups for some cultural groups. Some organisations have man-

aged to address the latter issue as single-sex groups have been formed based on need, 

for example, a health project with young Irish and Eastern European women in Tyrrelstown 

and a Traveller girls’ group in Bishopstown (NYCI, 2012). 

Crucially, what emerges from the case studies in 12 Steps and in the strategies and 

resources referred to above is the sense that the skills, values and attitudes required to 

develop youth work with young people from ethnic minority groups are the very skills, 

values and attitudes that are required for good youth work practice generally. In particular, 

the importance of flexibility, openness and creativity; of being young-person centred and 

of recognising the young person as a unique individual whose actions, interests and 

perspectives are shaped, but not wholly determined, by their membership of particular 

social groups emerges. Finally, it is notable that those organisations that had succeeded 

in including young people from ethnic minority groups in their activities had deliberately 

and purposively adapted their practice in order to do so.

ii. Youth Work in the UK

Unsurprisingly, the literature on youth work with young people from ethnic minorities is 

more voluminous in the UK than in Ireland. British youth work has been significantly 

influenced by Britain’s history of inward migration, by shifts in government policy with 

regard to the ‘management’ of cultural difference and by the broader politics of anti-rac-

ism and multiculturalism  .  Youth work has also been a site in which inequalities based on 

class and on ‘race’ intersect in complex ways (see Thomas and Henri, 2011). While it is 

impossible in this short space to capture the history or range of perspectives on youth 
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By contrast, the same research found that a more exclusive sense of national belonging 

was expressed by young people who had migrated from countries of Central and Eastern 

Europe. The authors suggest this may relate to the young people’s uncertainty about their 

futures and to the comfort offered by being part of a collective at a time when they felt or 

were made to feel different to their peers  .  

In relation to the impact of cultural difference on young people’s relationships with peers, 

there is clear evidence to show that many young migrants have developed friendships with 

Irish peers (Gilligan et al, 2010; Szlovák and Szewczyk, 2015). However, some cultural 

barriers were noted in relation to this. The prevalence of drinking and smoking among Irish 

teenagers (Gilligan et al, 2010; Szlovák and Szewczyk, 2015) and a perceived lack of 

respect for elders were highlighted by some young people, particularly those from Muslim 

or Pentecostal religious backgrounds (Gilligan et al, 2010).

ii. Racism 

Although, as noted, many migrant young people have formed friendships with Irish peers 

and while schools have proved to be important sites through which young migrants devel-

op connections and experience solidarity (ní Laoire et al, 2011), all of the literature consult-

ed regarding young migrant’s sense of belonging to Irish society addressed the theme of 

racism (Devine, 2009; Gilligan et al, 2010; ní Laoire et al, 2011; McGrath and McGarry, 

2014; Szlovák and Szewczyk, 2015). Gilligan et al (2010: 69) found that the racism was a 

recurring feature of young migrants’ daily lives. Such racism took two principal forms, 

‘virulent and overt racism’ such as harassment and name-calling in public places or school 

and ‘naïve stereotyping and misunderstanding’ such as impressions and opinions of 

people’s countries of origin.

Gilligan et al also noted that young migrants adopted various strategies to deal with their 

experiences of racism, ranging from minimising the incident in order to defuse its impact; 

avoidance; tackling it head-on through verbal or physical aggression; or preventing or 

reducing the effects of racism through the pursuit of personal achievement. Many of the 

young black African/Irish participants in Ní Laoire et al’s study (2011) disavowed the signif-

icance of racism in their lives and framed racist incidents as individual acts of ignorance 

or bigotry. Finally, the literature highlights institutionalised racism in the Direct Provision 

system as having a profound impact on young asylum seekers’ sense of belonging and 

capacity to integrate (ní Laoire et al, 2011; McGarry, 2012). In particular, the social and 

10

  Racialisation refers to the process through which the characteristics, appearances or traditions of certain 
groups – or those attributed to certain groups – are viewed as ‘natural’ and unchangeable and are framed in 
negative terms (see Lentin, 2008). 
  Ní Laoire et al’s research was conducted with young people who had migrated less than two years previous-
ly. Thus, it is possible that a greater affiliation with their Irish peers could develop among this group over time.

9

10

Thomas and Henri (2011) advocate an approach characterised by openness in which 

young people can express their views without fear of punishment in order to facilitate a 

deeper exploration of their prejudice and their anxieties. They further argue that racism 

can be challenged by facilitating ‘direct meaningful contact … within carefully planned 

and controlled programmes of work’ amongst young people from different ethnic and 

social backgrounds (2011: 87). 

work in multicultural Britain, what emerges from the literature is the sense that there is no 

one ‘model’ or blueprint for supporting young people from ethnic minority groups, for chal-

lenging racism or for supporting cross-community ‘cohesion’  .  Rather what is empha-

sised is an orientation in which youth workers learn to acknowledge the partiality of their 

own perspectives, to challenge the dominance of ‘majority norms’, to ‘critically interpret’ 

different social and cultural systems and to relate to diverse constituencies of people. For 

example, Imam and Bowler (2010) suggest that youth workers may have to support 

minority ethnic young people in moving between a dominant culture in which young 

people are encouraged and expected to have considerable autonomy in making deci-

sions, on the one hand, and the culture of their parents or community where parental or 

community regulation of young people is more pronounced, on the other. 

Many writers on British youth work have stressed its role in purposively challenging 

racism. Imam and Bowler (2010: 142), for instance, argue that the development of ‘critical 

literacy’ among black  young people to enable them to make sense of and resist their 

subordination must be regarded as fundamental to professional youth work practice. The 

interpretation of anti-racist ideas within youth work has been critiqued by Thomas and 

Henri (2011) who argue that some anti-racist approaches have been pedagogically 

limited by creating ‘a moral  code which young people can either subscribe to or be 

punished by’ (Thomas and Henri, 2011: 81). Significantly, Thomas (2002: 60) has argued 

that: 

on the particularly sensitive issue of racism, youth workers sometimes 

‘stop’ being youth workers … they stop drawing and acting on their ‘core’ 

skills of ‘informal education’ … [that is] the ability to develop ‘conversation 

with a purpose’ through listening and questioning as part of a equal and 

positive relationship with young people.



3.1 Statistical Overview:
      Young People, Migration and   
      Ethnic Identity
Here we present a brief overview of some relevant data from Census 2011 with regard to 

immigration, ethnic identity and religious affiliation. We have restricted ourselves to the 

overall figures for the Republic of Ireland and have not provided a regional breakdown. 

The distribution of migrant/ethnic minority communities varies significantly within and 

across different counties. Youth organisations seeking a more detailed breakdown of the 

number of migrants in their area as well as its ethnic and religious make-up can consult 

‘Profile 6, Migration and Diversity – a Profile of Diversity in Ireland’ and ‘Profile 7, Religion, 

Ethnicity and Irish Travellers’ on the Census website (see Central Statistics Office, 2012a; 

2012b). 

The Census indicates that a total of 544,357 ‘non-Irish’ people were living in Ireland in April 

2011, representing 199 different nationalities. This was an increase of 143% since 2002 

and 30% since 2006, though the rate of increase was slower than in previous years. In 

2011, 12% (544,357) of the population in Ireland was made of up of people with nationali-

ties other than Irish. 17% of the population (766,770) were born outside of Ireland (Central 

Statistics Office, 2012a). The difference between these two figures is partly attributable to 

migrants acquiring Irish citizenship. 

The largest group of migrants to Ireland was Polish nationals (122,585), followed by 

migrants from the UK (112,259). There were 25,198 non-Irish nationals who were born in 

Ireland. The vast majority of this group (two-thirds) were young children under five years. 

Just over one tenth were aged between five and nine years (Central Statistics Office, 

2012a) . 

Given that the participants in this study ranged in age from 10 to 25, it is worth highlight-

ing data relating specifically to this age cohort:

Table 5. 0-14 Year Olds by Region of Origin

   

Table 6. 15-24 Year Olds by Region of Origin

Although all our young participants were of migrant background, four were born in Ireland 

and some had Irish citizenship. It is important, therefore, to note census data relating to 

ethnic identity as well as region of origin (see Central Statistics Office, 2012b). 

Table 7. Ethnic Identity of Children and Young People Aged 0-14

  

Table 8. Ethnic Identity of Young People Aged 15-24

 

Given that religion emerged as an important theme in this research, it is worth noting 

Ireland’s increasing religious diversity. According to Census 2011, the proportion of the 

population who were Catholics reached its lowest point at 84%. However, the actual size 

of the Catholic congregation was at its highest since records began. At 110,410, Polish 

people accounted for the largest number of non-Irish Catholics. There were 49,204 

Muslim people in Ireland, which represented a sharp rise on the previous census. This 

figure included 8,322 children of primary school age and 3,582 of secondary school age. 

There were 14,043 members of Apostolic and Pentecostal churches of whom over 60% 

had African ethnicity (Central Statistics Office, 2012c). 

3.2 ‘Integration’, Participation and      
Belonging
Literature exploring young migrants’ lives demonstrates that young people’s sense of 

belonging and their capacity to ‘integrate’ are shaped, both positively and negatively, by 

factors such as immigration status and policy, friendships, family, racism, religion, 

language competency, inter-generational dynamics, age, social class and gender (Fan-

ning and Veale, 2004; Gilligan et al, 2010; ní Laoire et al, 2011; Szlovák and Szewczyk, 

2015). A growing body of research has also challenged dominant policy discourses 

which frame migrants in a passive way as in ‘need of’ integration by highlighting the active 

role that young people play in creating a sense of belonging (both nationally and transna-

tionally) and in negotiating their own integration (Devine, 2009; Gilligan et al, 2010; ní 

Laoire, 2011). In this section, we draw selectively on literature on the experiences of 

young migrants to explore the themes which resonate most closely with our concerns in 

this research. We thus emphasise literature which addresses young migrants’ participa-

tion and sense of belonging, in particular as influenced by ethnic identity, gender and 

class position. In the subsequent section, we turn more specifically to literature on the role 

of youth work with young migrants and other ethnic minority groups. 

i. Ethnic Identity 

There is, as ní Laoire et al (2009: 99) emphasise, ‘no one “migrant child” experience’. The 

different ways in which migrant young people articulate their sense of personal and social 

identity is just one indication of this. By ‘personal identity’, we mean those qualities, values 

or preferences which a young person regards as particular to herself as an individual; by 

‘social identity’ we are referring to young people’s membership of or identification with 

broad social categories or groups such as age, religion, ethnicity, disability, nationality 

and so forth. For instance, ní Laoire et al (2011) found that many young people that had 

migrated from African countries to Ireland stressed their attachment to both an African 

country and to Ireland (see also Devine, 2009). Despite their identification with two 

cultures, however, these young people sought acceptance from their Irish peers by 

stressing their ‘sameness’ with them through their consumption of highly globalised and 

homogenised forms of fashion or music. While other young African participants did assert 

their difference, this was often in ways which were culturally intelligible and, hence, social-

ly acceptable to their peers, a practice which ní Laoire et al link with these young people’s 

membership of a highly racialised  social group. 

geographical isolation which separates young people from non-asylum-seeking peers 

and the lack of play space for children within the system have been emphasised (ní Laoire 

et al, 2011). Despite this, ní Laoire et al (2011) caution against adult-centric research on 

Direct Provision which can obscure the fact that children do develop meaningful attach-

ments to friends within the direct provision system and to the localities in which these 

centres have been placed.  

iii. Gender 

While ethnic identity is a key factor in structuring young people’s sense of belonging, so 

too is the intersecting category of gender. For instance, in her research with migrant 

children in primary schools, Devine (2009: 527) noted that, for boys, being good on the 

sports field enabled ‘an alignment with high-status masculinities’ that eased the transition 

into a new social context, though this sense of belonging was tempered by racist jibes 

against young black players. 

An analysis of the lives of young Muslims from both new and established communities 

living in a town in the West of Ireland noted that young Muslim women were subject to 

greater parental regulation than their male counterparts, though respect for parents was 

an important social value for young Muslims from both sexes (McGrath and McGarry, 

2014).Girls in this study were not typically allowed to socialise outside the home in the 

evenings or during holidays. While tensions between the young people and their parents 

sometimes emerged because of this, the female participants did not resent this regulation. 

Rather they regarded it as part of their ethical responsibility to uphold their parents’ wishes 

and some spoke warmly of time spent with families within the community network. More-

over, they demonstrated resourcefulness in using their time at home to develop valuable 

artistic or literary skills and used their agency to negotiate concessions from parents. A 

number of young women in this study did, however, object to the fact that there were more 

activities in the community available to boys than to girls. McGarry (2012: 261) notes ‘a 

pressing need for the establishment of local initiatives to counter the social isolation expe-

rienced by many female members of the Ballyhaunis Muslim population.’ Among the mea-

sures she recommends are female-only sporting activities that allow for the wearing of 

modest clothing and a public space such as a youth café where females can freely social-

ise out of school hours. The greater availability of sporting activities for boys was also 

noted in Gilligan et al’s research (2010) with young migrants.

 

Finally, McGarry (2012) indicates that young male Muslims were more likely than females 

to experience hostility from or racialised conflicts with non-Muslim students, although 

again differences emerged between the experiences of young men from newer communi-

ties and those that were more established. The fact that young men from the latter group 

had attended the local primary school and were deeply involved in GAA sports acted as 

a sort of ‘cushion’ against racialised ‘slagging’. Although the girls in McGarry’s study 

experienced less racial hostility than boys, Allen and Neilson (2002, cited in Soni, 2011) 

suggested the reverse, noting that Muslim women were particularly vulnerable to racist 

attacks. They associated this with the fact that the hijab (head scarf) rendered women 

more easily identifiable as Muslims. 

iv. Social Class

Migrants in Ireland are not a homogenous group; there are social class differences both 

within and between different migrant communities (Devine, 2009; Röder et al, 2014). By 

social class, we are referring not alone to income measures, but also to forms of social 

and cultural capital which are relevant to an individual’s class positioning (see Devine, 

2009). An analysis of the socio-economic background of the families of second genera-

tion migrant children illustrates that migrants from EU Accession States and from Africa 

are more likely than those from Asian or so-called ‘EU 13 states’ households — that is, 

those states that were members of the EU prior to 2004 — to be employed in semi- or 

un-skilled occupations. They are also more likely to have lower incomes. Research 

further suggests that many migrants to Ireland undergo ‘downward social mobility’ (ní 

Laoire et al, 2011: 35) due to under-employment, de-skilling or, in the case of asylum 

seekers, because they do not have the right to paid work. Röder et al (2014) point to a 

particular mismatch between the educational levels and occupational status of migrants 

from EU Accession States. The child-specific forms of poverty experienced by children 

in direct provision have also been emphasised (ní Laoire, et al, 2009). Social class 

positioning is in part determined by the immigration system which separates people into 

categories which shape their access to, experience of and mobility within the labour 

market (ní Laoire et al, 2011). 

What is significant for our purposes in this research is the degree to which access to 

economic capital, but also to social and cultural capital, can enable or inhibit young 

migrants’ participation in Irish society and help shape their responses to and interactions 

with their Irish peers. For instance, Devine’s (2009) research with migrant children in 

three Dublin primary schools found that children’s participation in social and cultural 

activities outside of school was influenced by their families’ capacity to pay for them (see 

also ní Laoire et al, 2011). Also relevant was migrant children’s differentiated access to 

social networks through which they could learn about the existence of such activities and 

from which they could draw on lifts to activities and related forms of support (Devine, 

2009). 

Finally, research with young migrants in Ireland has consistently highlighted the very high 

value which they place on educational attainment (Devine, 2009; Gilligan et al, 2010; 

McGarry, 2012), a value which some young migrants observed to be missing among 

their peers in school (Gilligan et al, 2010; McGarry, 2012). Such attitudinal differences 

have been attributed by Gilligan et al (2010) to the fact that the migrants concerned were 

attending schools in areas characterised by socio-economic deprivation. 

While the overview of the research outlined in this section by necessity generalises young 

migrants’ experiences, it nonetheless points to a number of concerns of relevance to 

youth work. While youth work is only briefly mentioned in one of the reports analysed (Gilli-

gan et al, 2010), the benefits of engagement in sport and extra-curricular activities was 

more widely noted (ní Laoire et al, 2011; McGarry, 2012). Moreover, in keeping with youth 

work pedagogy, the literature highlights young people’s own agency in pursuing their own 

‘integration’. However, it also raises the prospect that young migrants could benefit from 

support in navigating the ‘delicate line between recognition versus rejection’ (Devine, 

2009: 526) with regard to matters of identity and racism and in overcoming class- and/or 

gender-based impediments to participation. Youth work has the potential to build on and 

draw out the commonalities between young people of all backgrounds. Equally, the differ-

ences within and between migrant communities and between migrant young people and 

their ‘Irish’ peers which were identified in the literature, suggest that youth work with young 

migrants – as with youth work more generally – is unlikely to have a ‘one-size-fits-all’ char-

acter. We now turn to studies which have more specifically addressed the role of youth 

work in relation to young migrants and, where relevant, ethnic minority young people more 

generally. 

3.3 Youth Work with Young Migrants and 
Ethnic Minority Young People 
i. Youth Work in Ireland 

As mentioned above, youth organisations in Ireland have published a number of strate-

gies in relation to intercultural youth work. These have been undertaken by national youth 

organisations such as Foróige (Foróige, 2008) and at a local level as evidenced in the 

Canal Communities Intercultural Strategy for Youth Work (Lynam, 2009). Detailed resourc-

es to support the development of inclusive youth work with migrants and other young 

people from ethnic minority groups have also been developed (see National Youth Coun-

cil of Ireland, 2012; National Youth Council of Ireland/Youthnet, 2012). Each of these publi-

cations stresses that an ‘open-door’ policy is not sufficient to ensure equality of access for 

migrant young people. Rather, they emphasise the importance of a multi-faceted 

approach to intercultural youth work in which inclusiveness is pro-actively addressed at all 

levels of the organisation. Among the measures advocated in such texts are:

 • The establishment of systems to monitor uptake and outcomes of minority ethnic 

communities in youth work;

• Ongoing needs analysis at local level;

• A range of outreach strategies to establish meaningful contact and engagement 

with children and young people from ethnic minority communities;

• Anti-racist/intercultural organisational policies; 

• The need for ‘buy-in’ from across the organisation, including management; 

• Anti-racism training and measures to ensure protection and redress against 

racism for children and young people; 

• Pre-development work with existing participants in youth services; 

• Collaborative working among relevant youth and community organisations; 

• The appointment of staff and volunteers from ethnic minority communities; 

• Strategies to build the trust of parents;

• Sensitivity to gender issues and to differing cultural and religious values;

• Ongoing monitoring and evaluation of progress towards inclusive youth work. 

In an evaluation of the development and implementation of an intercultural strategy by 

youth organisation Foróige, it is noted:  

Foróige has learned integration is a more complex process than originally 

envisaged. It is not just about the participation of minority children 

although it includes that, or about multicultural activities although it also 

includes that. Integration is also about how the organisation and its staff 

respond to the need of all children in a multicultural setting (McKeown, 

2009: 14-15).

The report does not elaborate on these complexities and as yet there appear to be no Irish 

studies which provide detailed empirical analyses of the challenges and successes of 

everyday youth work with ethnic minority young people. Nevertheless, a number of 

insights have emerged from the National Youth Council of Ireland’s (NYCI) 12 Steps to 

Good Practice guide (NYCI, 2012), which showcases the work of eight youth organisa-

tions that are engaging or have engaged with young people from migrant and/or minority 

ethnic groups. For instance, detail is provided on how youth workers implemented their 

outreach strategies. One Foróige youth worker in Tyrrelstown in West Dublin, an area with 

a particularly high concentration of minority ethnic families, explains: 

For the first 3-4 months I made a point of being active where young 

people were taking part in things in neighbouring areas; music, rap, 

footballs, computers. So basically showing my face around, speaking 

with them, asking them what their interests were. I built up a registry. And 

we also did focus groups locally with the young people in Tyrrelstown to 

see what their needs were (NYCI, 2012: n.p.). 

At a certain point, Irish participants in the project were in a minority in the Tyrrelstown 

Youth Initiative, so the youth worker also successfully undertook activities to include more 

Irish young people who came to account for about half of the young people involved. 

On the matter of whether youth work initiatives with young migrants should be integrated 

or whether they should be targeted towards particular cultural/ethnic groups based on 

need, participants in the 12 Steps guide generally regarded integrated groups as the ideal 

route forward. However, the importance of flexibility and of responding to the needs of 

particular young people was also emphasised. For example, SPARK, (the Support Project 

for Asylum-Seeking and Refugee Kids), a partnership between the HSE and Youth Work 

Ireland Galway which operated between 2002 and 2011, provided a dedicated space 

called ‘Comfort Zone’ in which young asylum seekers and refugees discussed issues 

relating to their particular experiences. However they also participated alongside Irish 

peers in the youth café and in other groups (NYCI, 2012). 

Among the ongoing barriers noted by participants in the NCYI reports were a lack of confi-

dence among youth workers relating to a fear of doing things ‘wrong’ and the appropriate-

ness of mixed-gender groups for some cultural groups. Some organisations have man-

aged to address the latter issue as single-sex groups have been formed based on need, 

for example, a health project with young Irish and Eastern European women in Tyrrelstown 

and a Traveller girls’ group in Bishopstown (NYCI, 2012). 

Crucially, what emerges from the case studies in 12 Steps and in the strategies and 

resources referred to above is the sense that the skills, values and attitudes required to 

develop youth work with young people from ethnic minority groups are the very skills, 

values and attitudes that are required for good youth work practice generally. In particular, 

the importance of flexibility, openness and creativity; of being young-person centred and 

of recognising the young person as a unique individual whose actions, interests and 

perspectives are shaped, but not wholly determined, by their membership of particular 

social groups emerges. Finally, it is notable that those organisations that had succeeded 

in including young people from ethnic minority groups in their activities had deliberately 

and purposively adapted their practice in order to do so.

ii. Youth Work in the UK

Unsurprisingly, the literature on youth work with young people from ethnic minorities is 

more voluminous in the UK than in Ireland. British youth work has been significantly 

influenced by Britain’s history of inward migration, by shifts in government policy with 

regard to the ‘management’ of cultural difference and by the broader politics of anti-rac-

ism and multiculturalism  .  Youth work has also been a site in which inequalities based on 

class and on ‘race’ intersect in complex ways (see Thomas and Henri, 2011). While it is 

impossible in this short space to capture the history or range of perspectives on youth 
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By contrast, the same research found that a more exclusive sense of national belonging 

was expressed by young people who had migrated from countries of Central and Eastern 

Europe. The authors suggest this may relate to the young people’s uncertainty about their 

futures and to the comfort offered by being part of a collective at a time when they felt or 

were made to feel different to their peers  .  

In relation to the impact of cultural difference on young people’s relationships with peers, 

there is clear evidence to show that many young migrants have developed friendships with 

Irish peers (Gilligan et al, 2010; Szlovák and Szewczyk, 2015). However, some cultural 

barriers were noted in relation to this. The prevalence of drinking and smoking among Irish 

teenagers (Gilligan et al, 2010; Szlovák and Szewczyk, 2015) and a perceived lack of 

respect for elders were highlighted by some young people, particularly those from Muslim 

or Pentecostal religious backgrounds (Gilligan et al, 2010).

ii. Racism 

Although, as noted, many migrant young people have formed friendships with Irish peers 

and while schools have proved to be important sites through which young migrants devel-

op connections and experience solidarity (ní Laoire et al, 2011), all of the literature consult-

ed regarding young migrant’s sense of belonging to Irish society addressed the theme of 

racism (Devine, 2009; Gilligan et al, 2010; ní Laoire et al, 2011; McGrath and McGarry, 

2014; Szlovák and Szewczyk, 2015). Gilligan et al (2010: 69) found that the racism was a 

recurring feature of young migrants’ daily lives. Such racism took two principal forms, 

‘virulent and overt racism’ such as harassment and name-calling in public places or school 

and ‘naïve stereotyping and misunderstanding’ such as impressions and opinions of 

people’s countries of origin.

Gilligan et al also noted that young migrants adopted various strategies to deal with their 

experiences of racism, ranging from minimising the incident in order to defuse its impact; 

avoidance; tackling it head-on through verbal or physical aggression; or preventing or 

reducing the effects of racism through the pursuit of personal achievement. Many of the 

young black African/Irish participants in Ní Laoire et al’s study (2011) disavowed the signif-

icance of racism in their lives and framed racist incidents as individual acts of ignorance 

or bigotry. Finally, the literature highlights institutionalised racism in the Direct Provision 

system as having a profound impact on young asylum seekers’ sense of belonging and 

capacity to integrate (ní Laoire et al, 2011; McGarry, 2012). In particular, the social and 

Thomas and Henri (2011) advocate an approach characterised by openness in which 

young people can express their views without fear of punishment in order to facilitate a 

deeper exploration of their prejudice and their anxieties. They further argue that racism 

can be challenged by facilitating ‘direct meaningful contact … within carefully planned 

and controlled programmes of work’ amongst young people from different ethnic and 

social backgrounds (2011: 87). 

work in multicultural Britain, what emerges from the literature is the sense that there is no 

one ‘model’ or blueprint for supporting young people from ethnic minority groups, for chal-

lenging racism or for supporting cross-community ‘cohesion’  .  Rather what is empha-

sised is an orientation in which youth workers learn to acknowledge the partiality of their 

own perspectives, to challenge the dominance of ‘majority norms’, to ‘critically interpret’ 

different social and cultural systems and to relate to diverse constituencies of people. For 

example, Imam and Bowler (2010) suggest that youth workers may have to support 

minority ethnic young people in moving between a dominant culture in which young 

people are encouraged and expected to have considerable autonomy in making deci-

sions, on the one hand, and the culture of their parents or community where parental or 

community regulation of young people is more pronounced, on the other. 

Many writers on British youth work have stressed its role in purposively challenging 

racism. Imam and Bowler (2010: 142), for instance, argue that the development of ‘critical 

literacy’ among black  young people to enable them to make sense of and resist their 

subordination must be regarded as fundamental to professional youth work practice. The 

interpretation of anti-racist ideas within youth work has been critiqued by Thomas and 

Henri (2011) who argue that some anti-racist approaches have been pedagogically 

limited by creating ‘a moral  code which young people can either subscribe to or be 

punished by’ (Thomas and Henri, 2011: 81). Significantly, Thomas (2002: 60) has argued 

that: 

on the particularly sensitive issue of racism, youth workers sometimes 

‘stop’ being youth workers … they stop drawing and acting on their ‘core’ 

skills of ‘informal education’ … [that is] the ability to develop ‘conversation 

with a purpose’ through listening and questioning as part of a equal and 

positive relationship with young people.



3.1 Statistical Overview:
      Young People, Migration and   
      Ethnic Identity
Here we present a brief overview of some relevant data from Census 2011 with regard to 

immigration, ethnic identity and religious affiliation. We have restricted ourselves to the 

overall figures for the Republic of Ireland and have not provided a regional breakdown. 

The distribution of migrant/ethnic minority communities varies significantly within and 

across different counties. Youth organisations seeking a more detailed breakdown of the 

number of migrants in their area as well as its ethnic and religious make-up can consult 

‘Profile 6, Migration and Diversity – a Profile of Diversity in Ireland’ and ‘Profile 7, Religion, 

Ethnicity and Irish Travellers’ on the Census website (see Central Statistics Office, 2012a; 

2012b). 

The Census indicates that a total of 544,357 ‘non-Irish’ people were living in Ireland in April 

2011, representing 199 different nationalities. This was an increase of 143% since 2002 

and 30% since 2006, though the rate of increase was slower than in previous years. In 

2011, 12% (544,357) of the population in Ireland was made of up of people with nationali-

ties other than Irish. 17% of the population (766,770) were born outside of Ireland (Central 

Statistics Office, 2012a). The difference between these two figures is partly attributable to 

migrants acquiring Irish citizenship. 

The largest group of migrants to Ireland was Polish nationals (122,585), followed by 

migrants from the UK (112,259). There were 25,198 non-Irish nationals who were born in 

Ireland. The vast majority of this group (two-thirds) were young children under five years. 

Just over one tenth were aged between five and nine years (Central Statistics Office, 

2012a) . 

Given that the participants in this study ranged in age from 10 to 25, it is worth highlight-

ing data relating specifically to this age cohort:

Table 5. 0-14 Year Olds by Region of Origin

   

Table 6. 15-24 Year Olds by Region of Origin

Although all our young participants were of migrant background, four were born in Ireland 

and some had Irish citizenship. It is important, therefore, to note census data relating to 

ethnic identity as well as region of origin (see Central Statistics Office, 2012b). 

Table 7. Ethnic Identity of Children and Young People Aged 0-14

  

Table 8. Ethnic Identity of Young People Aged 15-24

 

Given that religion emerged as an important theme in this research, it is worth noting 

Ireland’s increasing religious diversity. According to Census 2011, the proportion of the 

population who were Catholics reached its lowest point at 84%. However, the actual size 

of the Catholic congregation was at its highest since records began. At 110,410, Polish 

people accounted for the largest number of non-Irish Catholics. There were 49,204 

Muslim people in Ireland, which represented a sharp rise on the previous census. This 

figure included 8,322 children of primary school age and 3,582 of secondary school age. 

There were 14,043 members of Apostolic and Pentecostal churches of whom over 60% 

had African ethnicity (Central Statistics Office, 2012c). 

3.2 ‘Integration’, Participation and      
Belonging
Literature exploring young migrants’ lives demonstrates that young people’s sense of 

belonging and their capacity to ‘integrate’ are shaped, both positively and negatively, by 

factors such as immigration status and policy, friendships, family, racism, religion, 

language competency, inter-generational dynamics, age, social class and gender (Fan-

ning and Veale, 2004; Gilligan et al, 2010; ní Laoire et al, 2011; Szlovák and Szewczyk, 

2015). A growing body of research has also challenged dominant policy discourses 

which frame migrants in a passive way as in ‘need of’ integration by highlighting the active 

role that young people play in creating a sense of belonging (both nationally and transna-

tionally) and in negotiating their own integration (Devine, 2009; Gilligan et al, 2010; ní 

Laoire, 2011). In this section, we draw selectively on literature on the experiences of 

young migrants to explore the themes which resonate most closely with our concerns in 

this research. We thus emphasise literature which addresses young migrants’ participa-

tion and sense of belonging, in particular as influenced by ethnic identity, gender and 

class position. In the subsequent section, we turn more specifically to literature on the role 

of youth work with young migrants and other ethnic minority groups. 

i. Ethnic Identity 

There is, as ní Laoire et al (2009: 99) emphasise, ‘no one “migrant child” experience’. The 

different ways in which migrant young people articulate their sense of personal and social 

identity is just one indication of this. By ‘personal identity’, we mean those qualities, values 

or preferences which a young person regards as particular to herself as an individual; by 

‘social identity’ we are referring to young people’s membership of or identification with 

broad social categories or groups such as age, religion, ethnicity, disability, nationality 

and so forth. For instance, ní Laoire et al (2011) found that many young people that had 

migrated from African countries to Ireland stressed their attachment to both an African 

country and to Ireland (see also Devine, 2009). Despite their identification with two 

cultures, however, these young people sought acceptance from their Irish peers by 

stressing their ‘sameness’ with them through their consumption of highly globalised and 

homogenised forms of fashion or music. While other young African participants did assert 

their difference, this was often in ways which were culturally intelligible and, hence, social-

ly acceptable to their peers, a practice which ní Laoire et al link with these young people’s 

membership of a highly racialised  social group. 

geographical isolation which separates young people from non-asylum-seeking peers 

and the lack of play space for children within the system have been emphasised (ní Laoire 

et al, 2011). Despite this, ní Laoire et al (2011) caution against adult-centric research on 

Direct Provision which can obscure the fact that children do develop meaningful attach-

ments to friends within the direct provision system and to the localities in which these 

centres have been placed.  

iii. Gender 

While ethnic identity is a key factor in structuring young people’s sense of belonging, so 

too is the intersecting category of gender. For instance, in her research with migrant 

children in primary schools, Devine (2009: 527) noted that, for boys, being good on the 

sports field enabled ‘an alignment with high-status masculinities’ that eased the transition 

into a new social context, though this sense of belonging was tempered by racist jibes 

against young black players. 

An analysis of the lives of young Muslims from both new and established communities 

living in a town in the West of Ireland noted that young Muslim women were subject to 

greater parental regulation than their male counterparts, though respect for parents was 

an important social value for young Muslims from both sexes (McGrath and McGarry, 

2014).Girls in this study were not typically allowed to socialise outside the home in the 

evenings or during holidays. While tensions between the young people and their parents 

sometimes emerged because of this, the female participants did not resent this regulation. 

Rather they regarded it as part of their ethical responsibility to uphold their parents’ wishes 

and some spoke warmly of time spent with families within the community network. More-

over, they demonstrated resourcefulness in using their time at home to develop valuable 

artistic or literary skills and used their agency to negotiate concessions from parents. A 

number of young women in this study did, however, object to the fact that there were more 

activities in the community available to boys than to girls. McGarry (2012: 261) notes ‘a 

pressing need for the establishment of local initiatives to counter the social isolation expe-

rienced by many female members of the Ballyhaunis Muslim population.’ Among the mea-

sures she recommends are female-only sporting activities that allow for the wearing of 

modest clothing and a public space such as a youth café where females can freely social-

ise out of school hours. The greater availability of sporting activities for boys was also 

noted in Gilligan et al’s research (2010) with young migrants.

 

Finally, McGarry (2012) indicates that young male Muslims were more likely than females 

to experience hostility from or racialised conflicts with non-Muslim students, although 

again differences emerged between the experiences of young men from newer communi-

ties and those that were more established. The fact that young men from the latter group 

had attended the local primary school and were deeply involved in GAA sports acted as 

a sort of ‘cushion’ against racialised ‘slagging’. Although the girls in McGarry’s study 

experienced less racial hostility than boys, Allen and Neilson (2002, cited in Soni, 2011) 

suggested the reverse, noting that Muslim women were particularly vulnerable to racist 

attacks. They associated this with the fact that the hijab (head scarf) rendered women 

more easily identifiable as Muslims. 

iv. Social Class

Migrants in Ireland are not a homogenous group; there are social class differences both 

within and between different migrant communities (Devine, 2009; Röder et al, 2014). By 

social class, we are referring not alone to income measures, but also to forms of social 

and cultural capital which are relevant to an individual’s class positioning (see Devine, 

2009). An analysis of the socio-economic background of the families of second genera-

tion migrant children illustrates that migrants from EU Accession States and from Africa 

are more likely than those from Asian or so-called ‘EU 13 states’ households — that is, 

those states that were members of the EU prior to 2004 — to be employed in semi- or 

un-skilled occupations. They are also more likely to have lower incomes. Research 

further suggests that many migrants to Ireland undergo ‘downward social mobility’ (ní 

Laoire et al, 2011: 35) due to under-employment, de-skilling or, in the case of asylum 

seekers, because they do not have the right to paid work. Röder et al (2014) point to a 

particular mismatch between the educational levels and occupational status of migrants 

from EU Accession States. The child-specific forms of poverty experienced by children 

in direct provision have also been emphasised (ní Laoire, et al, 2009). Social class 

positioning is in part determined by the immigration system which separates people into 

categories which shape their access to, experience of and mobility within the labour 

market (ní Laoire et al, 2011). 

What is significant for our purposes in this research is the degree to which access to 

economic capital, but also to social and cultural capital, can enable or inhibit young 

migrants’ participation in Irish society and help shape their responses to and interactions 

with their Irish peers. For instance, Devine’s (2009) research with migrant children in 

three Dublin primary schools found that children’s participation in social and cultural 

activities outside of school was influenced by their families’ capacity to pay for them (see 

also ní Laoire et al, 2011). Also relevant was migrant children’s differentiated access to 

social networks through which they could learn about the existence of such activities and 

from which they could draw on lifts to activities and related forms of support (Devine, 

2009). 

Finally, research with young migrants in Ireland has consistently highlighted the very high 

value which they place on educational attainment (Devine, 2009; Gilligan et al, 2010; 

McGarry, 2012), a value which some young migrants observed to be missing among 

their peers in school (Gilligan et al, 2010; McGarry, 2012). Such attitudinal differences 

have been attributed by Gilligan et al (2010) to the fact that the migrants concerned were 

attending schools in areas characterised by socio-economic deprivation. 

While the overview of the research outlined in this section by necessity generalises young 

migrants’ experiences, it nonetheless points to a number of concerns of relevance to 

youth work. While youth work is only briefly mentioned in one of the reports analysed (Gilli-

gan et al, 2010), the benefits of engagement in sport and extra-curricular activities was 

more widely noted (ní Laoire et al, 2011; McGarry, 2012). Moreover, in keeping with youth 

work pedagogy, the literature highlights young people’s own agency in pursuing their own 

‘integration’. However, it also raises the prospect that young migrants could benefit from 

support in navigating the ‘delicate line between recognition versus rejection’ (Devine, 

2009: 526) with regard to matters of identity and racism and in overcoming class- and/or 

gender-based impediments to participation. Youth work has the potential to build on and 

draw out the commonalities between young people of all backgrounds. Equally, the differ-

ences within and between migrant communities and between migrant young people and 

their ‘Irish’ peers which were identified in the literature, suggest that youth work with young 

migrants – as with youth work more generally – is unlikely to have a ‘one-size-fits-all’ char-

acter. We now turn to studies which have more specifically addressed the role of youth 

work in relation to young migrants and, where relevant, ethnic minority young people more 

generally. 

3.3 Youth Work with Young Migrants and 
Ethnic Minority Young People 
i. Youth Work in Ireland 

As mentioned above, youth organisations in Ireland have published a number of strate-

gies in relation to intercultural youth work. These have been undertaken by national youth 

organisations such as Foróige (Foróige, 2008) and at a local level as evidenced in the 

Canal Communities Intercultural Strategy for Youth Work (Lynam, 2009). Detailed resourc-

es to support the development of inclusive youth work with migrants and other young 

people from ethnic minority groups have also been developed (see National Youth Coun-

cil of Ireland, 2012; National Youth Council of Ireland/Youthnet, 2012). Each of these publi-

cations stresses that an ‘open-door’ policy is not sufficient to ensure equality of access for 

migrant young people. Rather, they emphasise the importance of a multi-faceted 

approach to intercultural youth work in which inclusiveness is pro-actively addressed at all 

levels of the organisation. Among the measures advocated in such texts are:

 • The establishment of systems to monitor uptake and outcomes of minority ethnic 

communities in youth work;

• Ongoing needs analysis at local level;

• A range of outreach strategies to establish meaningful contact and engagement 

with children and young people from ethnic minority communities;

• Anti-racist/intercultural organisational policies; 

• The need for ‘buy-in’ from across the organisation, including management; 

• Anti-racism training and measures to ensure protection and redress against 

racism for children and young people; 

• Pre-development work with existing participants in youth services; 

• Collaborative working among relevant youth and community organisations; 

• The appointment of staff and volunteers from ethnic minority communities; 

• Strategies to build the trust of parents;

• Sensitivity to gender issues and to differing cultural and religious values;

• Ongoing monitoring and evaluation of progress towards inclusive youth work. 

In an evaluation of the development and implementation of an intercultural strategy by 

youth organisation Foróige, it is noted:  

Foróige has learned integration is a more complex process than originally 

envisaged. It is not just about the participation of minority children 

although it includes that, or about multicultural activities although it also 

includes that. Integration is also about how the organisation and its staff 

respond to the need of all children in a multicultural setting (McKeown, 

2009: 14-15).

The report does not elaborate on these complexities and as yet there appear to be no Irish 

studies which provide detailed empirical analyses of the challenges and successes of 

everyday youth work with ethnic minority young people. Nevertheless, a number of 

insights have emerged from the National Youth Council of Ireland’s (NYCI) 12 Steps to 

Good Practice guide (NYCI, 2012), which showcases the work of eight youth organisa-

tions that are engaging or have engaged with young people from migrant and/or minority 

ethnic groups. For instance, detail is provided on how youth workers implemented their 

outreach strategies. One Foróige youth worker in Tyrrelstown in West Dublin, an area with 

a particularly high concentration of minority ethnic families, explains: 

For the first 3-4 months I made a point of being active where young 

people were taking part in things in neighbouring areas; music, rap, 

footballs, computers. So basically showing my face around, speaking 

with them, asking them what their interests were. I built up a registry. And 

we also did focus groups locally with the young people in Tyrrelstown to 

see what their needs were (NYCI, 2012: n.p.). 

At a certain point, Irish participants in the project were in a minority in the Tyrrelstown 

Youth Initiative, so the youth worker also successfully undertook activities to include more 

Irish young people who came to account for about half of the young people involved. 

On the matter of whether youth work initiatives with young migrants should be integrated 

or whether they should be targeted towards particular cultural/ethnic groups based on 

need, participants in the 12 Steps guide generally regarded integrated groups as the ideal 

route forward. However, the importance of flexibility and of responding to the needs of 

particular young people was also emphasised. For example, SPARK, (the Support Project 

for Asylum-Seeking and Refugee Kids), a partnership between the HSE and Youth Work 

Ireland Galway which operated between 2002 and 2011, provided a dedicated space 

called ‘Comfort Zone’ in which young asylum seekers and refugees discussed issues 

relating to their particular experiences. However they also participated alongside Irish 

peers in the youth café and in other groups (NYCI, 2012). 

Among the ongoing barriers noted by participants in the NCYI reports were a lack of confi-

dence among youth workers relating to a fear of doing things ‘wrong’ and the appropriate-

ness of mixed-gender groups for some cultural groups. Some organisations have man-

aged to address the latter issue as single-sex groups have been formed based on need, 

for example, a health project with young Irish and Eastern European women in Tyrrelstown 

and a Traveller girls’ group in Bishopstown (NYCI, 2012). 

Crucially, what emerges from the case studies in 12 Steps and in the strategies and 

resources referred to above is the sense that the skills, values and attitudes required to 

develop youth work with young people from ethnic minority groups are the very skills, 

values and attitudes that are required for good youth work practice generally. In particular, 

the importance of flexibility, openness and creativity; of being young-person centred and 

of recognising the young person as a unique individual whose actions, interests and 

perspectives are shaped, but not wholly determined, by their membership of particular 

social groups emerges. Finally, it is notable that those organisations that had succeeded 

in including young people from ethnic minority groups in their activities had deliberately 

and purposively adapted their practice in order to do so.

ii. Youth Work in the UK

Unsurprisingly, the literature on youth work with young people from ethnic minorities is 

more voluminous in the UK than in Ireland. British youth work has been significantly 

influenced by Britain’s history of inward migration, by shifts in government policy with 

regard to the ‘management’ of cultural difference and by the broader politics of anti-rac-

ism and multiculturalism  .  Youth work has also been a site in which inequalities based on 

class and on ‘race’ intersect in complex ways (see Thomas and Henri, 2011). While it is 

impossible in this short space to capture the history or range of perspectives on youth 
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By contrast, the same research found that a more exclusive sense of national belonging 

was expressed by young people who had migrated from countries of Central and Eastern 

Europe. The authors suggest this may relate to the young people’s uncertainty about their 

futures and to the comfort offered by being part of a collective at a time when they felt or 

were made to feel different to their peers  .  

In relation to the impact of cultural difference on young people’s relationships with peers, 

there is clear evidence to show that many young migrants have developed friendships with 

Irish peers (Gilligan et al, 2010; Szlovák and Szewczyk, 2015). However, some cultural 

barriers were noted in relation to this. The prevalence of drinking and smoking among Irish 

teenagers (Gilligan et al, 2010; Szlovák and Szewczyk, 2015) and a perceived lack of 

respect for elders were highlighted by some young people, particularly those from Muslim 

or Pentecostal religious backgrounds (Gilligan et al, 2010).

ii. Racism 

Although, as noted, many migrant young people have formed friendships with Irish peers 

and while schools have proved to be important sites through which young migrants devel-

op connections and experience solidarity (ní Laoire et al, 2011), all of the literature consult-

ed regarding young migrant’s sense of belonging to Irish society addressed the theme of 

racism (Devine, 2009; Gilligan et al, 2010; ní Laoire et al, 2011; McGrath and McGarry, 

2014; Szlovák and Szewczyk, 2015). Gilligan et al (2010: 69) found that the racism was a 

recurring feature of young migrants’ daily lives. Such racism took two principal forms, 

‘virulent and overt racism’ such as harassment and name-calling in public places or school 

and ‘naïve stereotyping and misunderstanding’ such as impressions and opinions of 

people’s countries of origin.

Gilligan et al also noted that young migrants adopted various strategies to deal with their 

experiences of racism, ranging from minimising the incident in order to defuse its impact; 

avoidance; tackling it head-on through verbal or physical aggression; or preventing or 

reducing the effects of racism through the pursuit of personal achievement. Many of the 

young black African/Irish participants in Ní Laoire et al’s study (2011) disavowed the signif-

icance of racism in their lives and framed racist incidents as individual acts of ignorance 

or bigotry. Finally, the literature highlights institutionalised racism in the Direct Provision 

system as having a profound impact on young asylum seekers’ sense of belonging and 

capacity to integrate (ní Laoire et al, 2011; McGarry, 2012). In particular, the social and 

Thomas and Henri (2011) advocate an approach characterised by openness in which 

young people can express their views without fear of punishment in order to facilitate a 

deeper exploration of their prejudice and their anxieties. They further argue that racism 

can be challenged by facilitating ‘direct meaningful contact … within carefully planned 

and controlled programmes of work’ amongst young people from different ethnic and 

social backgrounds (2011: 87). 

work in multicultural Britain, what emerges from the literature is the sense that there is no 

one ‘model’ or blueprint for supporting young people from ethnic minority groups, for chal-

lenging racism or for supporting cross-community ‘cohesion’  .  Rather what is empha-

sised is an orientation in which youth workers learn to acknowledge the partiality of their 

own perspectives, to challenge the dominance of ‘majority norms’, to ‘critically interpret’ 

different social and cultural systems and to relate to diverse constituencies of people. For 

example, Imam and Bowler (2010) suggest that youth workers may have to support 

minority ethnic young people in moving between a dominant culture in which young 

people are encouraged and expected to have considerable autonomy in making deci-

sions, on the one hand, and the culture of their parents or community where parental or 

community regulation of young people is more pronounced, on the other. 

Many writers on British youth work have stressed its role in purposively challenging 

racism. Imam and Bowler (2010: 142), for instance, argue that the development of ‘critical 

literacy’ among black  young people to enable them to make sense of and resist their 

subordination must be regarded as fundamental to professional youth work practice. The 

interpretation of anti-racist ideas within youth work has been critiqued by Thomas and 

Henri (2011) who argue that some anti-racist approaches have been pedagogically 

limited by creating ‘a moral  code which young people can either subscribe to or be 

punished by’ (Thomas and Henri, 2011: 81). Significantly, Thomas (2002: 60) has argued 

that: 

on the particularly sensitive issue of racism, youth workers sometimes 

‘stop’ being youth workers … they stop drawing and acting on their ‘core’ 

skills of ‘informal education’ … [that is] the ability to develop ‘conversation 

with a purpose’ through listening and questioning as part of a equal and 

positive relationship with young people.



3.1 Statistical Overview:
      Young People, Migration and   
      Ethnic Identity
Here we present a brief overview of some relevant data from Census 2011 with regard to 

immigration, ethnic identity and religious affiliation. We have restricted ourselves to the 

overall figures for the Republic of Ireland and have not provided a regional breakdown. 

The distribution of migrant/ethnic minority communities varies significantly within and 

across different counties. Youth organisations seeking a more detailed breakdown of the 

number of migrants in their area as well as its ethnic and religious make-up can consult 

‘Profile 6, Migration and Diversity – a Profile of Diversity in Ireland’ and ‘Profile 7, Religion, 

Ethnicity and Irish Travellers’ on the Census website (see Central Statistics Office, 2012a; 

2012b). 

The Census indicates that a total of 544,357 ‘non-Irish’ people were living in Ireland in April 

2011, representing 199 different nationalities. This was an increase of 143% since 2002 

and 30% since 2006, though the rate of increase was slower than in previous years. In 

2011, 12% (544,357) of the population in Ireland was made of up of people with nationali-

ties other than Irish. 17% of the population (766,770) were born outside of Ireland (Central 

Statistics Office, 2012a). The difference between these two figures is partly attributable to 

migrants acquiring Irish citizenship. 

The largest group of migrants to Ireland was Polish nationals (122,585), followed by 

migrants from the UK (112,259). There were 25,198 non-Irish nationals who were born in 

Ireland. The vast majority of this group (two-thirds) were young children under five years. 

Just over one tenth were aged between five and nine years (Central Statistics Office, 

2012a) . 

Given that the participants in this study ranged in age from 10 to 25, it is worth highlight-

ing data relating specifically to this age cohort:

Table 5. 0-14 Year Olds by Region of Origin

   

Table 6. 15-24 Year Olds by Region of Origin

Although all our young participants were of migrant background, four were born in Ireland 

and some had Irish citizenship. It is important, therefore, to note census data relating to 

ethnic identity as well as region of origin (see Central Statistics Office, 2012b). 

Table 7. Ethnic Identity of Children and Young People Aged 0-14

  

Table 8. Ethnic Identity of Young People Aged 15-24

 

Given that religion emerged as an important theme in this research, it is worth noting 

Ireland’s increasing religious diversity. According to Census 2011, the proportion of the 

population who were Catholics reached its lowest point at 84%. However, the actual size 

of the Catholic congregation was at its highest since records began. At 110,410, Polish 

people accounted for the largest number of non-Irish Catholics. There were 49,204 

Muslim people in Ireland, which represented a sharp rise on the previous census. This 

figure included 8,322 children of primary school age and 3,582 of secondary school age. 

There were 14,043 members of Apostolic and Pentecostal churches of whom over 60% 

had African ethnicity (Central Statistics Office, 2012c). 

3.2 ‘Integration’, Participation and      
Belonging
Literature exploring young migrants’ lives demonstrates that young people’s sense of 

belonging and their capacity to ‘integrate’ are shaped, both positively and negatively, by 

factors such as immigration status and policy, friendships, family, racism, religion, 

language competency, inter-generational dynamics, age, social class and gender (Fan-

ning and Veale, 2004; Gilligan et al, 2010; ní Laoire et al, 2011; Szlovák and Szewczyk, 

2015). A growing body of research has also challenged dominant policy discourses 

which frame migrants in a passive way as in ‘need of’ integration by highlighting the active 

role that young people play in creating a sense of belonging (both nationally and transna-

tionally) and in negotiating their own integration (Devine, 2009; Gilligan et al, 2010; ní 

Laoire, 2011). In this section, we draw selectively on literature on the experiences of 

young migrants to explore the themes which resonate most closely with our concerns in 

this research. We thus emphasise literature which addresses young migrants’ participa-

tion and sense of belonging, in particular as influenced by ethnic identity, gender and 

class position. In the subsequent section, we turn more specifically to literature on the role 

of youth work with young migrants and other ethnic minority groups. 

i. Ethnic Identity 

There is, as ní Laoire et al (2009: 99) emphasise, ‘no one “migrant child” experience’. The 

different ways in which migrant young people articulate their sense of personal and social 

identity is just one indication of this. By ‘personal identity’, we mean those qualities, values 

or preferences which a young person regards as particular to herself as an individual; by 

‘social identity’ we are referring to young people’s membership of or identification with 

broad social categories or groups such as age, religion, ethnicity, disability, nationality 

and so forth. For instance, ní Laoire et al (2011) found that many young people that had 

migrated from African countries to Ireland stressed their attachment to both an African 

country and to Ireland (see also Devine, 2009). Despite their identification with two 

cultures, however, these young people sought acceptance from their Irish peers by 

stressing their ‘sameness’ with them through their consumption of highly globalised and 

homogenised forms of fashion or music. While other young African participants did assert 

their difference, this was often in ways which were culturally intelligible and, hence, social-

ly acceptable to their peers, a practice which ní Laoire et al link with these young people’s 

membership of a highly racialised  social group. 

geographical isolation which separates young people from non-asylum-seeking peers 

and the lack of play space for children within the system have been emphasised (ní Laoire 

et al, 2011). Despite this, ní Laoire et al (2011) caution against adult-centric research on 

Direct Provision which can obscure the fact that children do develop meaningful attach-

ments to friends within the direct provision system and to the localities in which these 

centres have been placed.  

iii. Gender 

While ethnic identity is a key factor in structuring young people’s sense of belonging, so 

too is the intersecting category of gender. For instance, in her research with migrant 

children in primary schools, Devine (2009: 527) noted that, for boys, being good on the 

sports field enabled ‘an alignment with high-status masculinities’ that eased the transition 

into a new social context, though this sense of belonging was tempered by racist jibes 

against young black players. 

An analysis of the lives of young Muslims from both new and established communities 

living in a town in the West of Ireland noted that young Muslim women were subject to 

greater parental regulation than their male counterparts, though respect for parents was 

an important social value for young Muslims from both sexes (McGrath and McGarry, 

2014).Girls in this study were not typically allowed to socialise outside the home in the 

evenings or during holidays. While tensions between the young people and their parents 

sometimes emerged because of this, the female participants did not resent this regulation. 

Rather they regarded it as part of their ethical responsibility to uphold their parents’ wishes 

and some spoke warmly of time spent with families within the community network. More-

over, they demonstrated resourcefulness in using their time at home to develop valuable 

artistic or literary skills and used their agency to negotiate concessions from parents. A 

number of young women in this study did, however, object to the fact that there were more 

activities in the community available to boys than to girls. McGarry (2012: 261) notes ‘a 

pressing need for the establishment of local initiatives to counter the social isolation expe-

rienced by many female members of the Ballyhaunis Muslim population.’ Among the mea-

sures she recommends are female-only sporting activities that allow for the wearing of 

modest clothing and a public space such as a youth café where females can freely social-

ise out of school hours. The greater availability of sporting activities for boys was also 

noted in Gilligan et al’s research (2010) with young migrants.

 

Finally, McGarry (2012) indicates that young male Muslims were more likely than females 

to experience hostility from or racialised conflicts with non-Muslim students, although 

again differences emerged between the experiences of young men from newer communi-

ties and those that were more established. The fact that young men from the latter group 

had attended the local primary school and were deeply involved in GAA sports acted as 

a sort of ‘cushion’ against racialised ‘slagging’. Although the girls in McGarry’s study 

experienced less racial hostility than boys, Allen and Neilson (2002, cited in Soni, 2011) 

suggested the reverse, noting that Muslim women were particularly vulnerable to racist 

attacks. They associated this with the fact that the hijab (head scarf) rendered women 

more easily identifiable as Muslims. 

iv. Social Class

Migrants in Ireland are not a homogenous group; there are social class differences both 

within and between different migrant communities (Devine, 2009; Röder et al, 2014). By 

social class, we are referring not alone to income measures, but also to forms of social 

and cultural capital which are relevant to an individual’s class positioning (see Devine, 

2009). An analysis of the socio-economic background of the families of second genera-

tion migrant children illustrates that migrants from EU Accession States and from Africa 

are more likely than those from Asian or so-called ‘EU 13 states’ households — that is, 

those states that were members of the EU prior to 2004 — to be employed in semi- or 

un-skilled occupations. They are also more likely to have lower incomes. Research 

further suggests that many migrants to Ireland undergo ‘downward social mobility’ (ní 

Laoire et al, 2011: 35) due to under-employment, de-skilling or, in the case of asylum 

seekers, because they do not have the right to paid work. Röder et al (2014) point to a 

particular mismatch between the educational levels and occupational status of migrants 

from EU Accession States. The child-specific forms of poverty experienced by children 

in direct provision have also been emphasised (ní Laoire, et al, 2009). Social class 

positioning is in part determined by the immigration system which separates people into 

categories which shape their access to, experience of and mobility within the labour 

market (ní Laoire et al, 2011). 

What is significant for our purposes in this research is the degree to which access to 

economic capital, but also to social and cultural capital, can enable or inhibit young 

migrants’ participation in Irish society and help shape their responses to and interactions 

with their Irish peers. For instance, Devine’s (2009) research with migrant children in 

three Dublin primary schools found that children’s participation in social and cultural 

activities outside of school was influenced by their families’ capacity to pay for them (see 

also ní Laoire et al, 2011). Also relevant was migrant children’s differentiated access to 

social networks through which they could learn about the existence of such activities and 

from which they could draw on lifts to activities and related forms of support (Devine, 

2009). 

Finally, research with young migrants in Ireland has consistently highlighted the very high 

value which they place on educational attainment (Devine, 2009; Gilligan et al, 2010; 

McGarry, 2012), a value which some young migrants observed to be missing among 

their peers in school (Gilligan et al, 2010; McGarry, 2012). Such attitudinal differences 

have been attributed by Gilligan et al (2010) to the fact that the migrants concerned were 

attending schools in areas characterised by socio-economic deprivation. 

While the overview of the research outlined in this section by necessity generalises young 

migrants’ experiences, it nonetheless points to a number of concerns of relevance to 

youth work. While youth work is only briefly mentioned in one of the reports analysed (Gilli-

gan et al, 2010), the benefits of engagement in sport and extra-curricular activities was 

more widely noted (ní Laoire et al, 2011; McGarry, 2012). Moreover, in keeping with youth 

work pedagogy, the literature highlights young people’s own agency in pursuing their own 

‘integration’. However, it also raises the prospect that young migrants could benefit from 

support in navigating the ‘delicate line between recognition versus rejection’ (Devine, 

2009: 526) with regard to matters of identity and racism and in overcoming class- and/or 

gender-based impediments to participation. Youth work has the potential to build on and 

draw out the commonalities between young people of all backgrounds. Equally, the differ-

ences within and between migrant communities and between migrant young people and 

their ‘Irish’ peers which were identified in the literature, suggest that youth work with young 

migrants – as with youth work more generally – is unlikely to have a ‘one-size-fits-all’ char-

acter. We now turn to studies which have more specifically addressed the role of youth 

work in relation to young migrants and, where relevant, ethnic minority young people more 

generally. 

3.3 Youth Work with Young Migrants and 
Ethnic Minority Young People 
i. Youth Work in Ireland 

As mentioned above, youth organisations in Ireland have published a number of strate-

gies in relation to intercultural youth work. These have been undertaken by national youth 

organisations such as Foróige (Foróige, 2008) and at a local level as evidenced in the 

Canal Communities Intercultural Strategy for Youth Work (Lynam, 2009). Detailed resourc-

es to support the development of inclusive youth work with migrants and other young 

people from ethnic minority groups have also been developed (see National Youth Coun-

cil of Ireland, 2012; National Youth Council of Ireland/Youthnet, 2012). Each of these publi-

cations stresses that an ‘open-door’ policy is not sufficient to ensure equality of access for 

migrant young people. Rather, they emphasise the importance of a multi-faceted 

approach to intercultural youth work in which inclusiveness is pro-actively addressed at all 

levels of the organisation. Among the measures advocated in such texts are:

 • The establishment of systems to monitor uptake and outcomes of minority ethnic 

communities in youth work;

• Ongoing needs analysis at local level;

• A range of outreach strategies to establish meaningful contact and engagement 

with children and young people from ethnic minority communities;

• Anti-racist/intercultural organisational policies; 

• The need for ‘buy-in’ from across the organisation, including management; 

• Anti-racism training and measures to ensure protection and redress against 

racism for children and young people; 

• Pre-development work with existing participants in youth services; 

• Collaborative working among relevant youth and community organisations; 

• The appointment of staff and volunteers from ethnic minority communities; 

• Strategies to build the trust of parents;

• Sensitivity to gender issues and to differing cultural and religious values;

• Ongoing monitoring and evaluation of progress towards inclusive youth work. 

In an evaluation of the development and implementation of an intercultural strategy by 

youth organisation Foróige, it is noted:  

Foróige has learned integration is a more complex process than originally 

envisaged. It is not just about the participation of minority children 

although it includes that, or about multicultural activities although it also 

includes that. Integration is also about how the organisation and its staff 

respond to the need of all children in a multicultural setting (McKeown, 

2009: 14-15).

The report does not elaborate on these complexities and as yet there appear to be no Irish 

studies which provide detailed empirical analyses of the challenges and successes of 

everyday youth work with ethnic minority young people. Nevertheless, a number of 

insights have emerged from the National Youth Council of Ireland’s (NYCI) 12 Steps to 

Good Practice guide (NYCI, 2012), which showcases the work of eight youth organisa-

tions that are engaging or have engaged with young people from migrant and/or minority 

ethnic groups. For instance, detail is provided on how youth workers implemented their 

outreach strategies. One Foróige youth worker in Tyrrelstown in West Dublin, an area with 

a particularly high concentration of minority ethnic families, explains: 

For the first 3-4 months I made a point of being active where young 

people were taking part in things in neighbouring areas; music, rap, 

footballs, computers. So basically showing my face around, speaking 

with them, asking them what their interests were. I built up a registry. And 

we also did focus groups locally with the young people in Tyrrelstown to 

see what their needs were (NYCI, 2012: n.p.). 

At a certain point, Irish participants in the project were in a minority in the Tyrrelstown 

Youth Initiative, so the youth worker also successfully undertook activities to include more 

Irish young people who came to account for about half of the young people involved. 

On the matter of whether youth work initiatives with young migrants should be integrated 

or whether they should be targeted towards particular cultural/ethnic groups based on 

need, participants in the 12 Steps guide generally regarded integrated groups as the ideal 

route forward. However, the importance of flexibility and of responding to the needs of 

particular young people was also emphasised. For example, SPARK, (the Support Project 

for Asylum-Seeking and Refugee Kids), a partnership between the HSE and Youth Work 

Ireland Galway which operated between 2002 and 2011, provided a dedicated space 

called ‘Comfort Zone’ in which young asylum seekers and refugees discussed issues 

relating to their particular experiences. However they also participated alongside Irish 

peers in the youth café and in other groups (NYCI, 2012). 

Among the ongoing barriers noted by participants in the NCYI reports were a lack of confi-

dence among youth workers relating to a fear of doing things ‘wrong’ and the appropriate-

ness of mixed-gender groups for some cultural groups. Some organisations have man-

aged to address the latter issue as single-sex groups have been formed based on need, 

for example, a health project with young Irish and Eastern European women in Tyrrelstown 

and a Traveller girls’ group in Bishopstown (NYCI, 2012). 

Crucially, what emerges from the case studies in 12 Steps and in the strategies and 

resources referred to above is the sense that the skills, values and attitudes required to 

develop youth work with young people from ethnic minority groups are the very skills, 

values and attitudes that are required for good youth work practice generally. In particular, 

the importance of flexibility, openness and creativity; of being young-person centred and 

of recognising the young person as a unique individual whose actions, interests and 

perspectives are shaped, but not wholly determined, by their membership of particular 

social groups emerges. Finally, it is notable that those organisations that had succeeded 

in including young people from ethnic minority groups in their activities had deliberately 

and purposively adapted their practice in order to do so.

ii. Youth Work in the UK

Unsurprisingly, the literature on youth work with young people from ethnic minorities is 

more voluminous in the UK than in Ireland. British youth work has been significantly 

influenced by Britain’s history of inward migration, by shifts in government policy with 

regard to the ‘management’ of cultural difference and by the broader politics of anti-rac-

ism and multiculturalism  .  Youth work has also been a site in which inequalities based on 

class and on ‘race’ intersect in complex ways (see Thomas and Henri, 2011). While it is 

impossible in this short space to capture the history or range of perspectives on youth 
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By contrast, the same research found that a more exclusive sense of national belonging 

was expressed by young people who had migrated from countries of Central and Eastern 

Europe. The authors suggest this may relate to the young people’s uncertainty about their 

futures and to the comfort offered by being part of a collective at a time when they felt or 

were made to feel different to their peers  .  

In relation to the impact of cultural difference on young people’s relationships with peers, 

there is clear evidence to show that many young migrants have developed friendships with 

Irish peers (Gilligan et al, 2010; Szlovák and Szewczyk, 2015). However, some cultural 

barriers were noted in relation to this. The prevalence of drinking and smoking among Irish 

teenagers (Gilligan et al, 2010; Szlovák and Szewczyk, 2015) and a perceived lack of 

respect for elders were highlighted by some young people, particularly those from Muslim 

or Pentecostal religious backgrounds (Gilligan et al, 2010).

ii. Racism 

Although, as noted, many migrant young people have formed friendships with Irish peers 

and while schools have proved to be important sites through which young migrants devel-

op connections and experience solidarity (ní Laoire et al, 2011), all of the literature consult-

ed regarding young migrant’s sense of belonging to Irish society addressed the theme of 

racism (Devine, 2009; Gilligan et al, 2010; ní Laoire et al, 2011; McGrath and McGarry, 

2014; Szlovák and Szewczyk, 2015). Gilligan et al (2010: 69) found that the racism was a 

recurring feature of young migrants’ daily lives. Such racism took two principal forms, 

‘virulent and overt racism’ such as harassment and name-calling in public places or school 

and ‘naïve stereotyping and misunderstanding’ such as impressions and opinions of 

people’s countries of origin.

Gilligan et al also noted that young migrants adopted various strategies to deal with their 

experiences of racism, ranging from minimising the incident in order to defuse its impact; 

avoidance; tackling it head-on through verbal or physical aggression; or preventing or 

reducing the effects of racism through the pursuit of personal achievement. Many of the 

young black African/Irish participants in Ní Laoire et al’s study (2011) disavowed the signif-

icance of racism in their lives and framed racist incidents as individual acts of ignorance 

or bigotry. Finally, the literature highlights institutionalised racism in the Direct Provision 

system as having a profound impact on young asylum seekers’ sense of belonging and 

capacity to integrate (ní Laoire et al, 2011; McGarry, 2012). In particular, the social and 

Thomas and Henri (2011) advocate an approach characterised by openness in which 

young people can express their views without fear of punishment in order to facilitate a 

deeper exploration of their prejudice and their anxieties. They further argue that racism 

can be challenged by facilitating ‘direct meaningful contact … within carefully planned 

and controlled programmes of work’ amongst young people from different ethnic and 

social backgrounds (2011: 87). 

work in multicultural Britain, what emerges from the literature is the sense that there is no 

one ‘model’ or blueprint for supporting young people from ethnic minority groups, for chal-

lenging racism or for supporting cross-community ‘cohesion’  .  Rather what is empha-

sised is an orientation in which youth workers learn to acknowledge the partiality of their 

own perspectives, to challenge the dominance of ‘majority norms’, to ‘critically interpret’ 

different social and cultural systems and to relate to diverse constituencies of people. For 

example, Imam and Bowler (2010) suggest that youth workers may have to support 

minority ethnic young people in moving between a dominant culture in which young 

people are encouraged and expected to have considerable autonomy in making deci-

sions, on the one hand, and the culture of their parents or community where parental or 

community regulation of young people is more pronounced, on the other. 

Many writers on British youth work have stressed its role in purposively challenging 

racism. Imam and Bowler (2010: 142), for instance, argue that the development of ‘critical 

literacy’ among black  young people to enable them to make sense of and resist their 

subordination must be regarded as fundamental to professional youth work practice. The 

interpretation of anti-racist ideas within youth work has been critiqued by Thomas and 

Henri (2011) who argue that some anti-racist approaches have been pedagogically 

limited by creating ‘a moral  code which young people can either subscribe to or be 

punished by’ (Thomas and Henri, 2011: 81). Significantly, Thomas (2002: 60) has argued 

that: 

on the particularly sensitive issue of racism, youth workers sometimes 

‘stop’ being youth workers … they stop drawing and acting on their ‘core’ 

skills of ‘informal education’ … [that is] the ability to develop ‘conversation 

with a purpose’ through listening and questioning as part of a equal and 

positive relationship with young people.



3.1 Statistical Overview:
      Young People, Migration and   
      Ethnic Identity
Here we present a brief overview of some relevant data from Census 2011 with regard to 

immigration, ethnic identity and religious affiliation. We have restricted ourselves to the 

overall figures for the Republic of Ireland and have not provided a regional breakdown. 

The distribution of migrant/ethnic minority communities varies significantly within and 

across different counties. Youth organisations seeking a more detailed breakdown of the 

number of migrants in their area as well as its ethnic and religious make-up can consult 

‘Profile 6, Migration and Diversity – a Profile of Diversity in Ireland’ and ‘Profile 7, Religion, 

Ethnicity and Irish Travellers’ on the Census website (see Central Statistics Office, 2012a; 

2012b). 

The Census indicates that a total of 544,357 ‘non-Irish’ people were living in Ireland in April 

2011, representing 199 different nationalities. This was an increase of 143% since 2002 

and 30% since 2006, though the rate of increase was slower than in previous years. In 

2011, 12% (544,357) of the population in Ireland was made of up of people with nationali-

ties other than Irish. 17% of the population (766,770) were born outside of Ireland (Central 

Statistics Office, 2012a). The difference between these two figures is partly attributable to 

migrants acquiring Irish citizenship. 

The largest group of migrants to Ireland was Polish nationals (122,585), followed by 

migrants from the UK (112,259). There were 25,198 non-Irish nationals who were born in 

Ireland. The vast majority of this group (two-thirds) were young children under five years. 

Just over one tenth were aged between five and nine years (Central Statistics Office, 

2012a) . 

Given that the participants in this study ranged in age from 10 to 25, it is worth highlight-

ing data relating specifically to this age cohort:

Table 5. 0-14 Year Olds by Region of Origin

   

Table 6. 15-24 Year Olds by Region of Origin

Although all our young participants were of migrant background, four were born in Ireland 

and some had Irish citizenship. It is important, therefore, to note census data relating to 

ethnic identity as well as region of origin (see Central Statistics Office, 2012b). 

Table 7. Ethnic Identity of Children and Young People Aged 0-14

  

Table 8. Ethnic Identity of Young People Aged 15-24

 

Given that religion emerged as an important theme in this research, it is worth noting 

Ireland’s increasing religious diversity. According to Census 2011, the proportion of the 

population who were Catholics reached its lowest point at 84%. However, the actual size 

of the Catholic congregation was at its highest since records began. At 110,410, Polish 

people accounted for the largest number of non-Irish Catholics. There were 49,204 

Muslim people in Ireland, which represented a sharp rise on the previous census. This 

figure included 8,322 children of primary school age and 3,582 of secondary school age. 

There were 14,043 members of Apostolic and Pentecostal churches of whom over 60% 

had African ethnicity (Central Statistics Office, 2012c). 

3.2 ‘Integration’, Participation and      
Belonging
Literature exploring young migrants’ lives demonstrates that young people’s sense of 

belonging and their capacity to ‘integrate’ are shaped, both positively and negatively, by 

factors such as immigration status and policy, friendships, family, racism, religion, 

language competency, inter-generational dynamics, age, social class and gender (Fan-

ning and Veale, 2004; Gilligan et al, 2010; ní Laoire et al, 2011; Szlovák and Szewczyk, 

2015). A growing body of research has also challenged dominant policy discourses 

which frame migrants in a passive way as in ‘need of’ integration by highlighting the active 

role that young people play in creating a sense of belonging (both nationally and transna-

tionally) and in negotiating their own integration (Devine, 2009; Gilligan et al, 2010; ní 

Laoire, 2011). In this section, we draw selectively on literature on the experiences of 

young migrants to explore the themes which resonate most closely with our concerns in 

this research. We thus emphasise literature which addresses young migrants’ participa-

tion and sense of belonging, in particular as influenced by ethnic identity, gender and 

class position. In the subsequent section, we turn more specifically to literature on the role 

of youth work with young migrants and other ethnic minority groups. 

i. Ethnic Identity 

There is, as ní Laoire et al (2009: 99) emphasise, ‘no one “migrant child” experience’. The 

different ways in which migrant young people articulate their sense of personal and social 

identity is just one indication of this. By ‘personal identity’, we mean those qualities, values 

or preferences which a young person regards as particular to herself as an individual; by 

‘social identity’ we are referring to young people’s membership of or identification with 

broad social categories or groups such as age, religion, ethnicity, disability, nationality 

and so forth. For instance, ní Laoire et al (2011) found that many young people that had 

migrated from African countries to Ireland stressed their attachment to both an African 

country and to Ireland (see also Devine, 2009). Despite their identification with two 

cultures, however, these young people sought acceptance from their Irish peers by 

stressing their ‘sameness’ with them through their consumption of highly globalised and 

homogenised forms of fashion or music. While other young African participants did assert 

their difference, this was often in ways which were culturally intelligible and, hence, social-

ly acceptable to their peers, a practice which ní Laoire et al link with these young people’s 

membership of a highly racialised  social group. 

geographical isolation which separates young people from non-asylum-seeking peers 

and the lack of play space for children within the system have been emphasised (ní Laoire 

et al, 2011). Despite this, ní Laoire et al (2011) caution against adult-centric research on 

Direct Provision which can obscure the fact that children do develop meaningful attach-

ments to friends within the direct provision system and to the localities in which these 

centres have been placed.  

iii. Gender 

While ethnic identity is a key factor in structuring young people’s sense of belonging, so 

too is the intersecting category of gender. For instance, in her research with migrant 

children in primary schools, Devine (2009: 527) noted that, for boys, being good on the 

sports field enabled ‘an alignment with high-status masculinities’ that eased the transition 

into a new social context, though this sense of belonging was tempered by racist jibes 

against young black players. 

An analysis of the lives of young Muslims from both new and established communities 

living in a town in the West of Ireland noted that young Muslim women were subject to 

greater parental regulation than their male counterparts, though respect for parents was 

an important social value for young Muslims from both sexes (McGrath and McGarry, 

2014).Girls in this study were not typically allowed to socialise outside the home in the 

evenings or during holidays. While tensions between the young people and their parents 

sometimes emerged because of this, the female participants did not resent this regulation. 

Rather they regarded it as part of their ethical responsibility to uphold their parents’ wishes 

and some spoke warmly of time spent with families within the community network. More-

over, they demonstrated resourcefulness in using their time at home to develop valuable 

artistic or literary skills and used their agency to negotiate concessions from parents. A 

number of young women in this study did, however, object to the fact that there were more 

activities in the community available to boys than to girls. McGarry (2012: 261) notes ‘a 

pressing need for the establishment of local initiatives to counter the social isolation expe-

rienced by many female members of the Ballyhaunis Muslim population.’ Among the mea-

sures she recommends are female-only sporting activities that allow for the wearing of 

modest clothing and a public space such as a youth café where females can freely social-

ise out of school hours. The greater availability of sporting activities for boys was also 

noted in Gilligan et al’s research (2010) with young migrants.

 

Finally, McGarry (2012) indicates that young male Muslims were more likely than females 

to experience hostility from or racialised conflicts with non-Muslim students, although 

again differences emerged between the experiences of young men from newer communi-

ties and those that were more established. The fact that young men from the latter group 

had attended the local primary school and were deeply involved in GAA sports acted as 

a sort of ‘cushion’ against racialised ‘slagging’. Although the girls in McGarry’s study 

experienced less racial hostility than boys, Allen and Neilson (2002, cited in Soni, 2011) 

suggested the reverse, noting that Muslim women were particularly vulnerable to racist 

attacks. They associated this with the fact that the hijab (head scarf) rendered women 

more easily identifiable as Muslims. 

iv. Social Class

Migrants in Ireland are not a homogenous group; there are social class differences both 

within and between different migrant communities (Devine, 2009; Röder et al, 2014). By 

social class, we are referring not alone to income measures, but also to forms of social 

and cultural capital which are relevant to an individual’s class positioning (see Devine, 

2009). An analysis of the socio-economic background of the families of second genera-

tion migrant children illustrates that migrants from EU Accession States and from Africa 

are more likely than those from Asian or so-called ‘EU 13 states’ households — that is, 

those states that were members of the EU prior to 2004 — to be employed in semi- or 

un-skilled occupations. They are also more likely to have lower incomes. Research 

further suggests that many migrants to Ireland undergo ‘downward social mobility’ (ní 

Laoire et al, 2011: 35) due to under-employment, de-skilling or, in the case of asylum 

seekers, because they do not have the right to paid work. Röder et al (2014) point to a 

particular mismatch between the educational levels and occupational status of migrants 

from EU Accession States. The child-specific forms of poverty experienced by children 

in direct provision have also been emphasised (ní Laoire, et al, 2009). Social class 

positioning is in part determined by the immigration system which separates people into 

categories which shape their access to, experience of and mobility within the labour 

market (ní Laoire et al, 2011). 

What is significant for our purposes in this research is the degree to which access to 

economic capital, but also to social and cultural capital, can enable or inhibit young 

migrants’ participation in Irish society and help shape their responses to and interactions 

with their Irish peers. For instance, Devine’s (2009) research with migrant children in 

three Dublin primary schools found that children’s participation in social and cultural 

activities outside of school was influenced by their families’ capacity to pay for them (see 

also ní Laoire et al, 2011). Also relevant was migrant children’s differentiated access to 

social networks through which they could learn about the existence of such activities and 

from which they could draw on lifts to activities and related forms of support (Devine, 

2009). 

Finally, research with young migrants in Ireland has consistently highlighted the very high 

value which they place on educational attainment (Devine, 2009; Gilligan et al, 2010; 

McGarry, 2012), a value which some young migrants observed to be missing among 

their peers in school (Gilligan et al, 2010; McGarry, 2012). Such attitudinal differences 

have been attributed by Gilligan et al (2010) to the fact that the migrants concerned were 

attending schools in areas characterised by socio-economic deprivation. 

While the overview of the research outlined in this section by necessity generalises young 

migrants’ experiences, it nonetheless points to a number of concerns of relevance to 

youth work. While youth work is only briefly mentioned in one of the reports analysed (Gilli-

gan et al, 2010), the benefits of engagement in sport and extra-curricular activities was 

more widely noted (ní Laoire et al, 2011; McGarry, 2012). Moreover, in keeping with youth 

work pedagogy, the literature highlights young people’s own agency in pursuing their own 

‘integration’. However, it also raises the prospect that young migrants could benefit from 

support in navigating the ‘delicate line between recognition versus rejection’ (Devine, 

2009: 526) with regard to matters of identity and racism and in overcoming class- and/or 

gender-based impediments to participation. Youth work has the potential to build on and 

draw out the commonalities between young people of all backgrounds. Equally, the differ-

ences within and between migrant communities and between migrant young people and 

their ‘Irish’ peers which were identified in the literature, suggest that youth work with young 

migrants – as with youth work more generally – is unlikely to have a ‘one-size-fits-all’ char-

acter. We now turn to studies which have more specifically addressed the role of youth 

work in relation to young migrants and, where relevant, ethnic minority young people more 

generally. 

3.3 Youth Work with Young Migrants and 
Ethnic Minority Young People 
i. Youth Work in Ireland 

As mentioned above, youth organisations in Ireland have published a number of strate-

gies in relation to intercultural youth work. These have been undertaken by national youth 

organisations such as Foróige (Foróige, 2008) and at a local level as evidenced in the 

Canal Communities Intercultural Strategy for Youth Work (Lynam, 2009). Detailed resourc-

es to support the development of inclusive youth work with migrants and other young 

people from ethnic minority groups have also been developed (see National Youth Coun-

cil of Ireland, 2012; National Youth Council of Ireland/Youthnet, 2012). Each of these publi-

cations stresses that an ‘open-door’ policy is not sufficient to ensure equality of access for 

migrant young people. Rather, they emphasise the importance of a multi-faceted 

approach to intercultural youth work in which inclusiveness is pro-actively addressed at all 

levels of the organisation. Among the measures advocated in such texts are:

 • The establishment of systems to monitor uptake and outcomes of minority ethnic 

communities in youth work;

• Ongoing needs analysis at local level;

• A range of outreach strategies to establish meaningful contact and engagement 

with children and young people from ethnic minority communities;

• Anti-racist/intercultural organisational policies; 

• The need for ‘buy-in’ from across the organisation, including management; 

• Anti-racism training and measures to ensure protection and redress against 

racism for children and young people; 

• Pre-development work with existing participants in youth services; 

• Collaborative working among relevant youth and community organisations; 

• The appointment of staff and volunteers from ethnic minority communities; 

• Strategies to build the trust of parents;

• Sensitivity to gender issues and to differing cultural and religious values;

• Ongoing monitoring and evaluation of progress towards inclusive youth work. 

In an evaluation of the development and implementation of an intercultural strategy by 

youth organisation Foróige, it is noted:  

Foróige has learned integration is a more complex process than originally 

envisaged. It is not just about the participation of minority children 

although it includes that, or about multicultural activities although it also 

includes that. Integration is also about how the organisation and its staff 

respond to the need of all children in a multicultural setting (McKeown, 

2009: 14-15).

The report does not elaborate on these complexities and as yet there appear to be no Irish 

studies which provide detailed empirical analyses of the challenges and successes of 

everyday youth work with ethnic minority young people. Nevertheless, a number of 

insights have emerged from the National Youth Council of Ireland’s (NYCI) 12 Steps to 

Good Practice guide (NYCI, 2012), which showcases the work of eight youth organisa-

tions that are engaging or have engaged with young people from migrant and/or minority 

ethnic groups. For instance, detail is provided on how youth workers implemented their 

outreach strategies. One Foróige youth worker in Tyrrelstown in West Dublin, an area with 

a particularly high concentration of minority ethnic families, explains: 

For the first 3-4 months I made a point of being active where young 

people were taking part in things in neighbouring areas; music, rap, 

footballs, computers. So basically showing my face around, speaking 

with them, asking them what their interests were. I built up a registry. And 

we also did focus groups locally with the young people in Tyrrelstown to 

see what their needs were (NYCI, 2012: n.p.). 

At a certain point, Irish participants in the project were in a minority in the Tyrrelstown 

Youth Initiative, so the youth worker also successfully undertook activities to include more 

Irish young people who came to account for about half of the young people involved. 

On the matter of whether youth work initiatives with young migrants should be integrated 

or whether they should be targeted towards particular cultural/ethnic groups based on 

need, participants in the 12 Steps guide generally regarded integrated groups as the ideal 

route forward. However, the importance of flexibility and of responding to the needs of 

particular young people was also emphasised. For example, SPARK, (the Support Project 

for Asylum-Seeking and Refugee Kids), a partnership between the HSE and Youth Work 

Ireland Galway which operated between 2002 and 2011, provided a dedicated space 

called ‘Comfort Zone’ in which young asylum seekers and refugees discussed issues 

relating to their particular experiences. However they also participated alongside Irish 

peers in the youth café and in other groups (NYCI, 2012). 

Among the ongoing barriers noted by participants in the NCYI reports were a lack of confi-

dence among youth workers relating to a fear of doing things ‘wrong’ and the appropriate-

ness of mixed-gender groups for some cultural groups. Some organisations have man-

aged to address the latter issue as single-sex groups have been formed based on need, 

for example, a health project with young Irish and Eastern European women in Tyrrelstown 

and a Traveller girls’ group in Bishopstown (NYCI, 2012). 

Crucially, what emerges from the case studies in 12 Steps and in the strategies and 

resources referred to above is the sense that the skills, values and attitudes required to 

develop youth work with young people from ethnic minority groups are the very skills, 

values and attitudes that are required for good youth work practice generally. In particular, 

the importance of flexibility, openness and creativity; of being young-person centred and 

of recognising the young person as a unique individual whose actions, interests and 

perspectives are shaped, but not wholly determined, by their membership of particular 

social groups emerges. Finally, it is notable that those organisations that had succeeded 

in including young people from ethnic minority groups in their activities had deliberately 

and purposively adapted their practice in order to do so.

ii. Youth Work in the UK

Unsurprisingly, the literature on youth work with young people from ethnic minorities is 

more voluminous in the UK than in Ireland. British youth work has been significantly 

influenced by Britain’s history of inward migration, by shifts in government policy with 

regard to the ‘management’ of cultural difference and by the broader politics of anti-rac-

ism and multiculturalism  .  Youth work has also been a site in which inequalities based on 

class and on ‘race’ intersect in complex ways (see Thomas and Henri, 2011). While it is 

impossible in this short space to capture the history or range of perspectives on youth 
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By contrast, the same research found that a more exclusive sense of national belonging 

was expressed by young people who had migrated from countries of Central and Eastern 

Europe. The authors suggest this may relate to the young people’s uncertainty about their 

futures and to the comfort offered by being part of a collective at a time when they felt or 

were made to feel different to their peers  .  

In relation to the impact of cultural difference on young people’s relationships with peers, 

there is clear evidence to show that many young migrants have developed friendships with 

Irish peers (Gilligan et al, 2010; Szlovák and Szewczyk, 2015). However, some cultural 

barriers were noted in relation to this. The prevalence of drinking and smoking among Irish 

teenagers (Gilligan et al, 2010; Szlovák and Szewczyk, 2015) and a perceived lack of 

respect for elders were highlighted by some young people, particularly those from Muslim 

or Pentecostal religious backgrounds (Gilligan et al, 2010).

ii. Racism 

Although, as noted, many migrant young people have formed friendships with Irish peers 

and while schools have proved to be important sites through which young migrants devel-

op connections and experience solidarity (ní Laoire et al, 2011), all of the literature consult-

ed regarding young migrant’s sense of belonging to Irish society addressed the theme of 

racism (Devine, 2009; Gilligan et al, 2010; ní Laoire et al, 2011; McGrath and McGarry, 

2014; Szlovák and Szewczyk, 2015). Gilligan et al (2010: 69) found that the racism was a 

recurring feature of young migrants’ daily lives. Such racism took two principal forms, 

‘virulent and overt racism’ such as harassment and name-calling in public places or school 

and ‘naïve stereotyping and misunderstanding’ such as impressions and opinions of 

people’s countries of origin.

Gilligan et al also noted that young migrants adopted various strategies to deal with their 

experiences of racism, ranging from minimising the incident in order to defuse its impact; 

avoidance; tackling it head-on through verbal or physical aggression; or preventing or 

reducing the effects of racism through the pursuit of personal achievement. Many of the 

young black African/Irish participants in Ní Laoire et al’s study (2011) disavowed the signif-

icance of racism in their lives and framed racist incidents as individual acts of ignorance 

or bigotry. Finally, the literature highlights institutionalised racism in the Direct Provision 

system as having a profound impact on young asylum seekers’ sense of belonging and 

capacity to integrate (ní Laoire et al, 2011; McGarry, 2012). In particular, the social and 

Thomas and Henri (2011) advocate an approach characterised by openness in which 

young people can express their views without fear of punishment in order to facilitate a 

deeper exploration of their prejudice and their anxieties. They further argue that racism 

can be challenged by facilitating ‘direct meaningful contact … within carefully planned 

and controlled programmes of work’ amongst young people from different ethnic and 

social backgrounds (2011: 87). 

work in multicultural Britain, what emerges from the literature is the sense that there is no 

one ‘model’ or blueprint for supporting young people from ethnic minority groups, for chal-

lenging racism or for supporting cross-community ‘cohesion’  .  Rather what is empha-

sised is an orientation in which youth workers learn to acknowledge the partiality of their 

own perspectives, to challenge the dominance of ‘majority norms’, to ‘critically interpret’ 

different social and cultural systems and to relate to diverse constituencies of people. For 

example, Imam and Bowler (2010) suggest that youth workers may have to support 

minority ethnic young people in moving between a dominant culture in which young 

people are encouraged and expected to have considerable autonomy in making deci-

sions, on the one hand, and the culture of their parents or community where parental or 

community regulation of young people is more pronounced, on the other. 

Many writers on British youth work have stressed its role in purposively challenging 

racism. Imam and Bowler (2010: 142), for instance, argue that the development of ‘critical 

literacy’ among black  young people to enable them to make sense of and resist their 

subordination must be regarded as fundamental to professional youth work practice. The 

interpretation of anti-racist ideas within youth work has been critiqued by Thomas and 

Henri (2011) who argue that some anti-racist approaches have been pedagogically 

limited by creating ‘a moral  code which young people can either subscribe to or be 

punished by’ (Thomas and Henri, 2011: 81). Significantly, Thomas (2002: 60) has argued 

that: 

on the particularly sensitive issue of racism, youth workers sometimes 

‘stop’ being youth workers … they stop drawing and acting on their ‘core’ 

skills of ‘informal education’ … [that is] the ability to develop ‘conversation 

with a purpose’ through listening and questioning as part of a equal and 

positive relationship with young people.



3.1 Statistical Overview:
      Young People, Migration and   
      Ethnic Identity
Here we present a brief overview of some relevant data from Census 2011 with regard to 

immigration, ethnic identity and religious affiliation. We have restricted ourselves to the 

overall figures for the Republic of Ireland and have not provided a regional breakdown. 

The distribution of migrant/ethnic minority communities varies significantly within and 

across different counties. Youth organisations seeking a more detailed breakdown of the 

number of migrants in their area as well as its ethnic and religious make-up can consult 

‘Profile 6, Migration and Diversity – a Profile of Diversity in Ireland’ and ‘Profile 7, Religion, 

Ethnicity and Irish Travellers’ on the Census website (see Central Statistics Office, 2012a; 

2012b). 

The Census indicates that a total of 544,357 ‘non-Irish’ people were living in Ireland in April 

2011, representing 199 different nationalities. This was an increase of 143% since 2002 

and 30% since 2006, though the rate of increase was slower than in previous years. In 

2011, 12% (544,357) of the population in Ireland was made of up of people with nationali-

ties other than Irish. 17% of the population (766,770) were born outside of Ireland (Central 

Statistics Office, 2012a). The difference between these two figures is partly attributable to 

migrants acquiring Irish citizenship. 

The largest group of migrants to Ireland was Polish nationals (122,585), followed by 

migrants from the UK (112,259). There were 25,198 non-Irish nationals who were born in 

Ireland. The vast majority of this group (two-thirds) were young children under five years. 

Just over one tenth were aged between five and nine years (Central Statistics Office, 

2012a) . 

Given that the participants in this study ranged in age from 10 to 25, it is worth highlight-

ing data relating specifically to this age cohort:

Table 5. 0-14 Year Olds by Region of Origin

   

Table 6. 15-24 Year Olds by Region of Origin

Although all our young participants were of migrant background, four were born in Ireland 

and some had Irish citizenship. It is important, therefore, to note census data relating to 

ethnic identity as well as region of origin (see Central Statistics Office, 2012b). 

Table 7. Ethnic Identity of Children and Young People Aged 0-14

  

Table 8. Ethnic Identity of Young People Aged 15-24

 

Given that religion emerged as an important theme in this research, it is worth noting 

Ireland’s increasing religious diversity. According to Census 2011, the proportion of the 

population who were Catholics reached its lowest point at 84%. However, the actual size 

of the Catholic congregation was at its highest since records began. At 110,410, Polish 

people accounted for the largest number of non-Irish Catholics. There were 49,204 

Muslim people in Ireland, which represented a sharp rise on the previous census. This 

figure included 8,322 children of primary school age and 3,582 of secondary school age. 

There were 14,043 members of Apostolic and Pentecostal churches of whom over 60% 

had African ethnicity (Central Statistics Office, 2012c). 

3.2 ‘Integration’, Participation and      
Belonging
Literature exploring young migrants’ lives demonstrates that young people’s sense of 

belonging and their capacity to ‘integrate’ are shaped, both positively and negatively, by 

factors such as immigration status and policy, friendships, family, racism, religion, 

language competency, inter-generational dynamics, age, social class and gender (Fan-

ning and Veale, 2004; Gilligan et al, 2010; ní Laoire et al, 2011; Szlovák and Szewczyk, 

2015). A growing body of research has also challenged dominant policy discourses 

which frame migrants in a passive way as in ‘need of’ integration by highlighting the active 

role that young people play in creating a sense of belonging (both nationally and transna-

tionally) and in negotiating their own integration (Devine, 2009; Gilligan et al, 2010; ní 

Laoire, 2011). In this section, we draw selectively on literature on the experiences of 

young migrants to explore the themes which resonate most closely with our concerns in 

this research. We thus emphasise literature which addresses young migrants’ participa-

tion and sense of belonging, in particular as influenced by ethnic identity, gender and 

class position. In the subsequent section, we turn more specifically to literature on the role 

of youth work with young migrants and other ethnic minority groups. 

i. Ethnic Identity 

There is, as ní Laoire et al (2009: 99) emphasise, ‘no one “migrant child” experience’. The 

different ways in which migrant young people articulate their sense of personal and social 

identity is just one indication of this. By ‘personal identity’, we mean those qualities, values 

or preferences which a young person regards as particular to herself as an individual; by 

‘social identity’ we are referring to young people’s membership of or identification with 

broad social categories or groups such as age, religion, ethnicity, disability, nationality 

and so forth. For instance, ní Laoire et al (2011) found that many young people that had 

migrated from African countries to Ireland stressed their attachment to both an African 

country and to Ireland (see also Devine, 2009). Despite their identification with two 

cultures, however, these young people sought acceptance from their Irish peers by 

stressing their ‘sameness’ with them through their consumption of highly globalised and 

homogenised forms of fashion or music. While other young African participants did assert 

their difference, this was often in ways which were culturally intelligible and, hence, social-

ly acceptable to their peers, a practice which ní Laoire et al link with these young people’s 

membership of a highly racialised  social group. 

geographical isolation which separates young people from non-asylum-seeking peers 

and the lack of play space for children within the system have been emphasised (ní Laoire 

et al, 2011). Despite this, ní Laoire et al (2011) caution against adult-centric research on 

Direct Provision which can obscure the fact that children do develop meaningful attach-

ments to friends within the direct provision system and to the localities in which these 

centres have been placed.  

iii. Gender 

While ethnic identity is a key factor in structuring young people’s sense of belonging, so 

too is the intersecting category of gender. For instance, in her research with migrant 

children in primary schools, Devine (2009: 527) noted that, for boys, being good on the 

sports field enabled ‘an alignment with high-status masculinities’ that eased the transition 

into a new social context, though this sense of belonging was tempered by racist jibes 

against young black players. 

An analysis of the lives of young Muslims from both new and established communities 

living in a town in the West of Ireland noted that young Muslim women were subject to 

greater parental regulation than their male counterparts, though respect for parents was 

an important social value for young Muslims from both sexes (McGrath and McGarry, 

2014).Girls in this study were not typically allowed to socialise outside the home in the 

evenings or during holidays. While tensions between the young people and their parents 

sometimes emerged because of this, the female participants did not resent this regulation. 

Rather they regarded it as part of their ethical responsibility to uphold their parents’ wishes 

and some spoke warmly of time spent with families within the community network. More-

over, they demonstrated resourcefulness in using their time at home to develop valuable 

artistic or literary skills and used their agency to negotiate concessions from parents. A 

number of young women in this study did, however, object to the fact that there were more 

activities in the community available to boys than to girls. McGarry (2012: 261) notes ‘a 

pressing need for the establishment of local initiatives to counter the social isolation expe-

rienced by many female members of the Ballyhaunis Muslim population.’ Among the mea-

sures she recommends are female-only sporting activities that allow for the wearing of 

modest clothing and a public space such as a youth café where females can freely social-

ise out of school hours. The greater availability of sporting activities for boys was also 

noted in Gilligan et al’s research (2010) with young migrants.

 

Finally, McGarry (2012) indicates that young male Muslims were more likely than females 

to experience hostility from or racialised conflicts with non-Muslim students, although 

again differences emerged between the experiences of young men from newer communi-

ties and those that were more established. The fact that young men from the latter group 

had attended the local primary school and were deeply involved in GAA sports acted as 

a sort of ‘cushion’ against racialised ‘slagging’. Although the girls in McGarry’s study 

experienced less racial hostility than boys, Allen and Neilson (2002, cited in Soni, 2011) 

suggested the reverse, noting that Muslim women were particularly vulnerable to racist 

attacks. They associated this with the fact that the hijab (head scarf) rendered women 

more easily identifiable as Muslims. 

iv. Social Class

Migrants in Ireland are not a homogenous group; there are social class differences both 

within and between different migrant communities (Devine, 2009; Röder et al, 2014). By 

social class, we are referring not alone to income measures, but also to forms of social 

and cultural capital which are relevant to an individual’s class positioning (see Devine, 

2009). An analysis of the socio-economic background of the families of second genera-

tion migrant children illustrates that migrants from EU Accession States and from Africa 

are more likely than those from Asian or so-called ‘EU 13 states’ households — that is, 

those states that were members of the EU prior to 2004 — to be employed in semi- or 

un-skilled occupations. They are also more likely to have lower incomes. Research 

further suggests that many migrants to Ireland undergo ‘downward social mobility’ (ní 

Laoire et al, 2011: 35) due to under-employment, de-skilling or, in the case of asylum 

seekers, because they do not have the right to paid work. Röder et al (2014) point to a 

particular mismatch between the educational levels and occupational status of migrants 

from EU Accession States. The child-specific forms of poverty experienced by children 

in direct provision have also been emphasised (ní Laoire, et al, 2009). Social class 

positioning is in part determined by the immigration system which separates people into 

categories which shape their access to, experience of and mobility within the labour 

market (ní Laoire et al, 2011). 

What is significant for our purposes in this research is the degree to which access to 

economic capital, but also to social and cultural capital, can enable or inhibit young 

migrants’ participation in Irish society and help shape their responses to and interactions 

with their Irish peers. For instance, Devine’s (2009) research with migrant children in 

three Dublin primary schools found that children’s participation in social and cultural 

activities outside of school was influenced by their families’ capacity to pay for them (see 

also ní Laoire et al, 2011). Also relevant was migrant children’s differentiated access to 

social networks through which they could learn about the existence of such activities and 

from which they could draw on lifts to activities and related forms of support (Devine, 

2009). 

Finally, research with young migrants in Ireland has consistently highlighted the very high 

value which they place on educational attainment (Devine, 2009; Gilligan et al, 2010; 

McGarry, 2012), a value which some young migrants observed to be missing among 

their peers in school (Gilligan et al, 2010; McGarry, 2012). Such attitudinal differences 

have been attributed by Gilligan et al (2010) to the fact that the migrants concerned were 

attending schools in areas characterised by socio-economic deprivation. 

While the overview of the research outlined in this section by necessity generalises young 

migrants’ experiences, it nonetheless points to a number of concerns of relevance to 

youth work. While youth work is only briefly mentioned in one of the reports analysed (Gilli-

gan et al, 2010), the benefits of engagement in sport and extra-curricular activities was 

more widely noted (ní Laoire et al, 2011; McGarry, 2012). Moreover, in keeping with youth 

work pedagogy, the literature highlights young people’s own agency in pursuing their own 

‘integration’. However, it also raises the prospect that young migrants could benefit from 

support in navigating the ‘delicate line between recognition versus rejection’ (Devine, 

2009: 526) with regard to matters of identity and racism and in overcoming class- and/or 

gender-based impediments to participation. Youth work has the potential to build on and 

draw out the commonalities between young people of all backgrounds. Equally, the differ-

ences within and between migrant communities and between migrant young people and 

their ‘Irish’ peers which were identified in the literature, suggest that youth work with young 

migrants – as with youth work more generally – is unlikely to have a ‘one-size-fits-all’ char-

acter. We now turn to studies which have more specifically addressed the role of youth 

work in relation to young migrants and, where relevant, ethnic minority young people more 

generally. 

3.3 Youth Work with Young Migrants and 
Ethnic Minority Young People 
i. Youth Work in Ireland 

As mentioned above, youth organisations in Ireland have published a number of strate-

gies in relation to intercultural youth work. These have been undertaken by national youth 

organisations such as Foróige (Foróige, 2008) and at a local level as evidenced in the 

Canal Communities Intercultural Strategy for Youth Work (Lynam, 2009). Detailed resourc-

es to support the development of inclusive youth work with migrants and other young 

people from ethnic minority groups have also been developed (see National Youth Coun-

cil of Ireland, 2012; National Youth Council of Ireland/Youthnet, 2012). Each of these publi-

cations stresses that an ‘open-door’ policy is not sufficient to ensure equality of access for 

migrant young people. Rather, they emphasise the importance of a multi-faceted 

approach to intercultural youth work in which inclusiveness is pro-actively addressed at all 

levels of the organisation. Among the measures advocated in such texts are:

 • The establishment of systems to monitor uptake and outcomes of minority ethnic 

communities in youth work;

• Ongoing needs analysis at local level;

• A range of outreach strategies to establish meaningful contact and engagement 

with children and young people from ethnic minority communities;

• Anti-racist/intercultural organisational policies; 

• The need for ‘buy-in’ from across the organisation, including management; 

• Anti-racism training and measures to ensure protection and redress against 

racism for children and young people; 

• Pre-development work with existing participants in youth services; 

• Collaborative working among relevant youth and community organisations; 

• The appointment of staff and volunteers from ethnic minority communities; 

• Strategies to build the trust of parents;

• Sensitivity to gender issues and to differing cultural and religious values;

• Ongoing monitoring and evaluation of progress towards inclusive youth work. 

In an evaluation of the development and implementation of an intercultural strategy by 

youth organisation Foróige, it is noted:  

Foróige has learned integration is a more complex process than originally 

envisaged. It is not just about the participation of minority children 

although it includes that, or about multicultural activities although it also 

includes that. Integration is also about how the organisation and its staff 

respond to the need of all children in a multicultural setting (McKeown, 

2009: 14-15).

The report does not elaborate on these complexities and as yet there appear to be no Irish 

studies which provide detailed empirical analyses of the challenges and successes of 

everyday youth work with ethnic minority young people. Nevertheless, a number of 

insights have emerged from the National Youth Council of Ireland’s (NYCI) 12 Steps to 

Good Practice guide (NYCI, 2012), which showcases the work of eight youth organisa-

tions that are engaging or have engaged with young people from migrant and/or minority 

ethnic groups. For instance, detail is provided on how youth workers implemented their 

outreach strategies. One Foróige youth worker in Tyrrelstown in West Dublin, an area with 

a particularly high concentration of minority ethnic families, explains: 

For the first 3-4 months I made a point of being active where young 

people were taking part in things in neighbouring areas; music, rap, 

footballs, computers. So basically showing my face around, speaking 

with them, asking them what their interests were. I built up a registry. And 

we also did focus groups locally with the young people in Tyrrelstown to 

see what their needs were (NYCI, 2012: n.p.). 

At a certain point, Irish participants in the project were in a minority in the Tyrrelstown 

Youth Initiative, so the youth worker also successfully undertook activities to include more 

Irish young people who came to account for about half of the young people involved. 

On the matter of whether youth work initiatives with young migrants should be integrated 

or whether they should be targeted towards particular cultural/ethnic groups based on 

need, participants in the 12 Steps guide generally regarded integrated groups as the ideal 

route forward. However, the importance of flexibility and of responding to the needs of 

particular young people was also emphasised. For example, SPARK, (the Support Project 

for Asylum-Seeking and Refugee Kids), a partnership between the HSE and Youth Work 

Ireland Galway which operated between 2002 and 2011, provided a dedicated space 

called ‘Comfort Zone’ in which young asylum seekers and refugees discussed issues 

relating to their particular experiences. However they also participated alongside Irish 

peers in the youth café and in other groups (NYCI, 2012). 

Among the ongoing barriers noted by participants in the NCYI reports were a lack of confi-

dence among youth workers relating to a fear of doing things ‘wrong’ and the appropriate-

ness of mixed-gender groups for some cultural groups. Some organisations have man-

aged to address the latter issue as single-sex groups have been formed based on need, 

for example, a health project with young Irish and Eastern European women in Tyrrelstown 

and a Traveller girls’ group in Bishopstown (NYCI, 2012). 

Crucially, what emerges from the case studies in 12 Steps and in the strategies and 

resources referred to above is the sense that the skills, values and attitudes required to 

develop youth work with young people from ethnic minority groups are the very skills, 

values and attitudes that are required for good youth work practice generally. In particular, 

the importance of flexibility, openness and creativity; of being young-person centred and 

of recognising the young person as a unique individual whose actions, interests and 

perspectives are shaped, but not wholly determined, by their membership of particular 

social groups emerges. Finally, it is notable that those organisations that had succeeded 

in including young people from ethnic minority groups in their activities had deliberately 

and purposively adapted their practice in order to do so.

ii. Youth Work in the UK

Unsurprisingly, the literature on youth work with young people from ethnic minorities is 

more voluminous in the UK than in Ireland. British youth work has been significantly 

influenced by Britain’s history of inward migration, by shifts in government policy with 

regard to the ‘management’ of cultural difference and by the broader politics of anti-rac-

ism and multiculturalism  .  Youth work has also been a site in which inequalities based on 

class and on ‘race’ intersect in complex ways (see Thomas and Henri, 2011). While it is 

impossible in this short space to capture the history or range of perspectives on youth 
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By contrast, the same research found that a more exclusive sense of national belonging 

was expressed by young people who had migrated from countries of Central and Eastern 

Europe. The authors suggest this may relate to the young people’s uncertainty about their 

futures and to the comfort offered by being part of a collective at a time when they felt or 

were made to feel different to their peers  .  

In relation to the impact of cultural difference on young people’s relationships with peers, 

there is clear evidence to show that many young migrants have developed friendships with 

Irish peers (Gilligan et al, 2010; Szlovák and Szewczyk, 2015). However, some cultural 

barriers were noted in relation to this. The prevalence of drinking and smoking among Irish 

teenagers (Gilligan et al, 2010; Szlovák and Szewczyk, 2015) and a perceived lack of 

respect for elders were highlighted by some young people, particularly those from Muslim 

or Pentecostal religious backgrounds (Gilligan et al, 2010).

ii. Racism 

Although, as noted, many migrant young people have formed friendships with Irish peers 

and while schools have proved to be important sites through which young migrants devel-

op connections and experience solidarity (ní Laoire et al, 2011), all of the literature consult-

ed regarding young migrant’s sense of belonging to Irish society addressed the theme of 

racism (Devine, 2009; Gilligan et al, 2010; ní Laoire et al, 2011; McGrath and McGarry, 

2014; Szlovák and Szewczyk, 2015). Gilligan et al (2010: 69) found that the racism was a 

recurring feature of young migrants’ daily lives. Such racism took two principal forms, 

‘virulent and overt racism’ such as harassment and name-calling in public places or school 

and ‘naïve stereotyping and misunderstanding’ such as impressions and opinions of 

people’s countries of origin.

Gilligan et al also noted that young migrants adopted various strategies to deal with their 

experiences of racism, ranging from minimising the incident in order to defuse its impact; 

avoidance; tackling it head-on through verbal or physical aggression; or preventing or 

reducing the effects of racism through the pursuit of personal achievement. Many of the 

young black African/Irish participants in Ní Laoire et al’s study (2011) disavowed the signif-

icance of racism in their lives and framed racist incidents as individual acts of ignorance 

or bigotry. Finally, the literature highlights institutionalised racism in the Direct Provision 

system as having a profound impact on young asylum seekers’ sense of belonging and 

capacity to integrate (ní Laoire et al, 2011; McGarry, 2012). In particular, the social and 

Thomas and Henri (2011) advocate an approach characterised by openness in which 

young people can express their views without fear of punishment in order to facilitate a 

deeper exploration of their prejudice and their anxieties. They further argue that racism 

can be challenged by facilitating ‘direct meaningful contact … within carefully planned 

and controlled programmes of work’ amongst young people from different ethnic and 

social backgrounds (2011: 87). 

work in multicultural Britain, what emerges from the literature is the sense that there is no 

one ‘model’ or blueprint for supporting young people from ethnic minority groups, for chal-

lenging racism or for supporting cross-community ‘cohesion’  .  Rather what is empha-

sised is an orientation in which youth workers learn to acknowledge the partiality of their 

own perspectives, to challenge the dominance of ‘majority norms’, to ‘critically interpret’ 

different social and cultural systems and to relate to diverse constituencies of people. For 

example, Imam and Bowler (2010) suggest that youth workers may have to support 

minority ethnic young people in moving between a dominant culture in which young 

people are encouraged and expected to have considerable autonomy in making deci-

sions, on the one hand, and the culture of their parents or community where parental or 

community regulation of young people is more pronounced, on the other. 

Many writers on British youth work have stressed its role in purposively challenging 

racism. Imam and Bowler (2010: 142), for instance, argue that the development of ‘critical 

literacy’ among black  young people to enable them to make sense of and resist their 

subordination must be regarded as fundamental to professional youth work practice. The 

interpretation of anti-racist ideas within youth work has been critiqued by Thomas and 

Henri (2011) who argue that some anti-racist approaches have been pedagogically 

limited by creating ‘a moral  code which young people can either subscribe to or be 

punished by’ (Thomas and Henri, 2011: 81). Significantly, Thomas (2002: 60) has argued 

that: 

on the particularly sensitive issue of racism, youth workers sometimes 

‘stop’ being youth workers … they stop drawing and acting on their ‘core’ 

skills of ‘informal education’ … [that is] the ability to develop ‘conversation 

with a purpose’ through listening and questioning as part of a equal and 

positive relationship with young people.
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3.1 Statistical Overview:
      Young People, Migration and   
      Ethnic Identity
Here we present a brief overview of some relevant data from Census 2011 with regard to 

immigration, ethnic identity and religious affiliation. We have restricted ourselves to the 

overall figures for the Republic of Ireland and have not provided a regional breakdown. 

The distribution of migrant/ethnic minority communities varies significantly within and 

across different counties. Youth organisations seeking a more detailed breakdown of the 

number of migrants in their area as well as its ethnic and religious make-up can consult 

‘Profile 6, Migration and Diversity – a Profile of Diversity in Ireland’ and ‘Profile 7, Religion, 

Ethnicity and Irish Travellers’ on the Census website (see Central Statistics Office, 2012a; 

2012b). 

The Census indicates that a total of 544,357 ‘non-Irish’ people were living in Ireland in April 

2011, representing 199 different nationalities. This was an increase of 143% since 2002 

and 30% since 2006, though the rate of increase was slower than in previous years. In 

2011, 12% (544,357) of the population in Ireland was made of up of people with nationali-

ties other than Irish. 17% of the population (766,770) were born outside of Ireland (Central 

Statistics Office, 2012a). The difference between these two figures is partly attributable to 

migrants acquiring Irish citizenship. 

The largest group of migrants to Ireland was Polish nationals (122,585), followed by 

migrants from the UK (112,259). There were 25,198 non-Irish nationals who were born in 

Ireland. The vast majority of this group (two-thirds) were young children under five years. 

Just over one tenth were aged between five and nine years (Central Statistics Office, 

2012a) . 

Given that the participants in this study ranged in age from 10 to 25, it is worth highlight-

ing data relating specifically to this age cohort:

Table 5. 0-14 Year Olds by Region of Origin

   

Table 6. 15-24 Year Olds by Region of Origin

Although all our young participants were of migrant background, four were born in Ireland 

and some had Irish citizenship. It is important, therefore, to note census data relating to 

ethnic identity as well as region of origin (see Central Statistics Office, 2012b). 

Table 7. Ethnic Identity of Children and Young People Aged 0-14

  

Table 8. Ethnic Identity of Young People Aged 15-24

 

Given that religion emerged as an important theme in this research, it is worth noting 

Ireland’s increasing religious diversity. According to Census 2011, the proportion of the 

population who were Catholics reached its lowest point at 84%. However, the actual size 

of the Catholic congregation was at its highest since records began. At 110,410, Polish 

people accounted for the largest number of non-Irish Catholics. There were 49,204 

Muslim people in Ireland, which represented a sharp rise on the previous census. This 

figure included 8,322 children of primary school age and 3,582 of secondary school age. 

There were 14,043 members of Apostolic and Pentecostal churches of whom over 60% 

had African ethnicity (Central Statistics Office, 2012c). 

3.2 ‘Integration’, Participation and      
Belonging
Literature exploring young migrants’ lives demonstrates that young people’s sense of 

belonging and their capacity to ‘integrate’ are shaped, both positively and negatively, by 

factors such as immigration status and policy, friendships, family, racism, religion, 

language competency, inter-generational dynamics, age, social class and gender (Fan-

ning and Veale, 2004; Gilligan et al, 2010; ní Laoire et al, 2011; Szlovák and Szewczyk, 

2015). A growing body of research has also challenged dominant policy discourses 

which frame migrants in a passive way as in ‘need of’ integration by highlighting the active 

role that young people play in creating a sense of belonging (both nationally and transna-

tionally) and in negotiating their own integration (Devine, 2009; Gilligan et al, 2010; ní 

Laoire, 2011). In this section, we draw selectively on literature on the experiences of 

young migrants to explore the themes which resonate most closely with our concerns in 

this research. We thus emphasise literature which addresses young migrants’ participa-

tion and sense of belonging, in particular as influenced by ethnic identity, gender and 

class position. In the subsequent section, we turn more specifically to literature on the role 

of youth work with young migrants and other ethnic minority groups. 

i. Ethnic Identity 

There is, as ní Laoire et al (2009: 99) emphasise, ‘no one “migrant child” experience’. The 

different ways in which migrant young people articulate their sense of personal and social 

identity is just one indication of this. By ‘personal identity’, we mean those qualities, values 

or preferences which a young person regards as particular to herself as an individual; by 

‘social identity’ we are referring to young people’s membership of or identification with 

broad social categories or groups such as age, religion, ethnicity, disability, nationality 

and so forth. For instance, ní Laoire et al (2011) found that many young people that had 

migrated from African countries to Ireland stressed their attachment to both an African 

country and to Ireland (see also Devine, 2009). Despite their identification with two 

cultures, however, these young people sought acceptance from their Irish peers by 

stressing their ‘sameness’ with them through their consumption of highly globalised and 

homogenised forms of fashion or music. While other young African participants did assert 

their difference, this was often in ways which were culturally intelligible and, hence, social-

ly acceptable to their peers, a practice which ní Laoire et al link with these young people’s 

membership of a highly racialised  social group. 

geographical isolation which separates young people from non-asylum-seeking peers 

and the lack of play space for children within the system have been emphasised (ní Laoire 

et al, 2011). Despite this, ní Laoire et al (2011) caution against adult-centric research on 

Direct Provision which can obscure the fact that children do develop meaningful attach-

ments to friends within the direct provision system and to the localities in which these 

centres have been placed.  

iii. Gender 

While ethnic identity is a key factor in structuring young people’s sense of belonging, so 

too is the intersecting category of gender. For instance, in her research with migrant 

children in primary schools, Devine (2009: 527) noted that, for boys, being good on the 

sports field enabled ‘an alignment with high-status masculinities’ that eased the transition 

into a new social context, though this sense of belonging was tempered by racist jibes 

against young black players. 

An analysis of the lives of young Muslims from both new and established communities 

living in a town in the West of Ireland noted that young Muslim women were subject to 

greater parental regulation than their male counterparts, though respect for parents was 

an important social value for young Muslims from both sexes (McGrath and McGarry, 

2014).Girls in this study were not typically allowed to socialise outside the home in the 

evenings or during holidays. While tensions between the young people and their parents 

sometimes emerged because of this, the female participants did not resent this regulation. 

Rather they regarded it as part of their ethical responsibility to uphold their parents’ wishes 

and some spoke warmly of time spent with families within the community network. More-

over, they demonstrated resourcefulness in using their time at home to develop valuable 

artistic or literary skills and used their agency to negotiate concessions from parents. A 

number of young women in this study did, however, object to the fact that there were more 

activities in the community available to boys than to girls. McGarry (2012: 261) notes ‘a 

pressing need for the establishment of local initiatives to counter the social isolation expe-

rienced by many female members of the Ballyhaunis Muslim population.’ Among the mea-

sures she recommends are female-only sporting activities that allow for the wearing of 

modest clothing and a public space such as a youth café where females can freely social-

ise out of school hours. The greater availability of sporting activities for boys was also 

noted in Gilligan et al’s research (2010) with young migrants.

 

Finally, McGarry (2012) indicates that young male Muslims were more likely than females 

to experience hostility from or racialised conflicts with non-Muslim students, although 

again differences emerged between the experiences of young men from newer communi-

ties and those that were more established. The fact that young men from the latter group 

had attended the local primary school and were deeply involved in GAA sports acted as 

a sort of ‘cushion’ against racialised ‘slagging’. Although the girls in McGarry’s study 

experienced less racial hostility than boys, Allen and Neilson (2002, cited in Soni, 2011) 

suggested the reverse, noting that Muslim women were particularly vulnerable to racist 

attacks. They associated this with the fact that the hijab (head scarf) rendered women 

more easily identifiable as Muslims. 

iv. Social Class

Migrants in Ireland are not a homogenous group; there are social class differences both 

within and between different migrant communities (Devine, 2009; Röder et al, 2014). By 

social class, we are referring not alone to income measures, but also to forms of social 

and cultural capital which are relevant to an individual’s class positioning (see Devine, 

2009). An analysis of the socio-economic background of the families of second genera-

tion migrant children illustrates that migrants from EU Accession States and from Africa 

are more likely than those from Asian or so-called ‘EU 13 states’ households — that is, 

those states that were members of the EU prior to 2004 — to be employed in semi- or 

un-skilled occupations. They are also more likely to have lower incomes. Research 

further suggests that many migrants to Ireland undergo ‘downward social mobility’ (ní 

Laoire et al, 2011: 35) due to under-employment, de-skilling or, in the case of asylum 

seekers, because they do not have the right to paid work. Röder et al (2014) point to a 

particular mismatch between the educational levels and occupational status of migrants 

from EU Accession States. The child-specific forms of poverty experienced by children 

in direct provision have also been emphasised (ní Laoire, et al, 2009). Social class 

positioning is in part determined by the immigration system which separates people into 

categories which shape their access to, experience of and mobility within the labour 

market (ní Laoire et al, 2011). 

What is significant for our purposes in this research is the degree to which access to 

economic capital, but also to social and cultural capital, can enable or inhibit young 

migrants’ participation in Irish society and help shape their responses to and interactions 

with their Irish peers. For instance, Devine’s (2009) research with migrant children in 

three Dublin primary schools found that children’s participation in social and cultural 

activities outside of school was influenced by their families’ capacity to pay for them (see 

also ní Laoire et al, 2011). Also relevant was migrant children’s differentiated access to 

social networks through which they could learn about the existence of such activities and 

from which they could draw on lifts to activities and related forms of support (Devine, 

2009). 

Finally, research with young migrants in Ireland has consistently highlighted the very high 

value which they place on educational attainment (Devine, 2009; Gilligan et al, 2010; 

McGarry, 2012), a value which some young migrants observed to be missing among 

their peers in school (Gilligan et al, 2010; McGarry, 2012). Such attitudinal differences 

have been attributed by Gilligan et al (2010) to the fact that the migrants concerned were 

attending schools in areas characterised by socio-economic deprivation. 

While the overview of the research outlined in this section by necessity generalises young 

migrants’ experiences, it nonetheless points to a number of concerns of relevance to 

youth work. While youth work is only briefly mentioned in one of the reports analysed (Gilli-

gan et al, 2010), the benefits of engagement in sport and extra-curricular activities was 

more widely noted (ní Laoire et al, 2011; McGarry, 2012). Moreover, in keeping with youth 

work pedagogy, the literature highlights young people’s own agency in pursuing their own 

‘integration’. However, it also raises the prospect that young migrants could benefit from 

support in navigating the ‘delicate line between recognition versus rejection’ (Devine, 

2009: 526) with regard to matters of identity and racism and in overcoming class- and/or 

gender-based impediments to participation. Youth work has the potential to build on and 

draw out the commonalities between young people of all backgrounds. Equally, the differ-

ences within and between migrant communities and between migrant young people and 

their ‘Irish’ peers which were identified in the literature, suggest that youth work with young 

migrants – as with youth work more generally – is unlikely to have a ‘one-size-fits-all’ char-

acter. We now turn to studies which have more specifically addressed the role of youth 

work in relation to young migrants and, where relevant, ethnic minority young people more 

generally. 

3.3 Youth Work with Young Migrants and 
Ethnic Minority Young People 
i. Youth Work in Ireland 

As mentioned above, youth organisations in Ireland have published a number of strate-

gies in relation to intercultural youth work. These have been undertaken by national youth 

organisations such as Foróige (Foróige, 2008) and at a local level as evidenced in the 

Canal Communities Intercultural Strategy for Youth Work (Lynam, 2009). Detailed resourc-

es to support the development of inclusive youth work with migrants and other young 

people from ethnic minority groups have also been developed (see National Youth Coun-

cil of Ireland, 2012; National Youth Council of Ireland/Youthnet, 2012). Each of these publi-

cations stresses that an ‘open-door’ policy is not sufficient to ensure equality of access for 

migrant young people. Rather, they emphasise the importance of a multi-faceted 

approach to intercultural youth work in which inclusiveness is pro-actively addressed at all 

levels of the organisation. Among the measures advocated in such texts are:

 • The establishment of systems to monitor uptake and outcomes of minority ethnic 

communities in youth work;

• Ongoing needs analysis at local level;

• A range of outreach strategies to establish meaningful contact and engagement 

with children and young people from ethnic minority communities;

• Anti-racist/intercultural organisational policies; 

• The need for ‘buy-in’ from across the organisation, including management; 

• Anti-racism training and measures to ensure protection and redress against 

racism for children and young people; 

• Pre-development work with existing participants in youth services; 

• Collaborative working among relevant youth and community organisations; 

• The appointment of staff and volunteers from ethnic minority communities; 

• Strategies to build the trust of parents;

• Sensitivity to gender issues and to differing cultural and religious values;

• Ongoing monitoring and evaluation of progress towards inclusive youth work. 

In an evaluation of the development and implementation of an intercultural strategy by 

youth organisation Foróige, it is noted:  

Foróige has learned integration is a more complex process than originally 

envisaged. It is not just about the participation of minority children 

although it includes that, or about multicultural activities although it also 

includes that. Integration is also about how the organisation and its staff 

respond to the need of all children in a multicultural setting (McKeown, 

2009: 14-15).

The report does not elaborate on these complexities and as yet there appear to be no Irish 

studies which provide detailed empirical analyses of the challenges and successes of 

everyday youth work with ethnic minority young people. Nevertheless, a number of 

insights have emerged from the National Youth Council of Ireland’s (NYCI) 12 Steps to 

Good Practice guide (NYCI, 2012), which showcases the work of eight youth organisa-

tions that are engaging or have engaged with young people from migrant and/or minority 

ethnic groups. For instance, detail is provided on how youth workers implemented their 

outreach strategies. One Foróige youth worker in Tyrrelstown in West Dublin, an area with 

a particularly high concentration of minority ethnic families, explains: 

For the first 3-4 months I made a point of being active where young 

people were taking part in things in neighbouring areas; music, rap, 

footballs, computers. So basically showing my face around, speaking 

with them, asking them what their interests were. I built up a registry. And 

we also did focus groups locally with the young people in Tyrrelstown to 

see what their needs were (NYCI, 2012: n.p.). 

At a certain point, Irish participants in the project were in a minority in the Tyrrelstown 

Youth Initiative, so the youth worker also successfully undertook activities to include more 

Irish young people who came to account for about half of the young people involved. 

On the matter of whether youth work initiatives with young migrants should be integrated 

or whether they should be targeted towards particular cultural/ethnic groups based on 

need, participants in the 12 Steps guide generally regarded integrated groups as the ideal 

route forward. However, the importance of flexibility and of responding to the needs of 

particular young people was also emphasised. For example, SPARK, (the Support Project 

for Asylum-Seeking and Refugee Kids), a partnership between the HSE and Youth Work 

Ireland Galway which operated between 2002 and 2011, provided a dedicated space 

called ‘Comfort Zone’ in which young asylum seekers and refugees discussed issues 

relating to their particular experiences. However they also participated alongside Irish 

peers in the youth café and in other groups (NYCI, 2012). 

Among the ongoing barriers noted by participants in the NCYI reports were a lack of confi-

dence among youth workers relating to a fear of doing things ‘wrong’ and the appropriate-

ness of mixed-gender groups for some cultural groups. Some organisations have man-

aged to address the latter issue as single-sex groups have been formed based on need, 

for example, a health project with young Irish and Eastern European women in Tyrrelstown 

and a Traveller girls’ group in Bishopstown (NYCI, 2012). 

Crucially, what emerges from the case studies in 12 Steps and in the strategies and 

resources referred to above is the sense that the skills, values and attitudes required to 

develop youth work with young people from ethnic minority groups are the very skills, 

values and attitudes that are required for good youth work practice generally. In particular, 

the importance of flexibility, openness and creativity; of being young-person centred and 

of recognising the young person as a unique individual whose actions, interests and 

perspectives are shaped, but not wholly determined, by their membership of particular 

social groups emerges. Finally, it is notable that those organisations that had succeeded 

in including young people from ethnic minority groups in their activities had deliberately 

and purposively adapted their practice in order to do so.

ii. Youth Work in the UK

Unsurprisingly, the literature on youth work with young people from ethnic minorities is 

more voluminous in the UK than in Ireland. British youth work has been significantly 

influenced by Britain’s history of inward migration, by shifts in government policy with 

regard to the ‘management’ of cultural difference and by the broader politics of anti-rac-

ism and multiculturalism  .  Youth work has also been a site in which inequalities based on 

class and on ‘race’ intersect in complex ways (see Thomas and Henri, 2011). While it is 

impossible in this short space to capture the history or range of perspectives on youth 
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By contrast, the same research found that a more exclusive sense of national belonging 

was expressed by young people who had migrated from countries of Central and Eastern 

Europe. The authors suggest this may relate to the young people’s uncertainty about their 

futures and to the comfort offered by being part of a collective at a time when they felt or 

were made to feel different to their peers  .  

In relation to the impact of cultural difference on young people’s relationships with peers, 

there is clear evidence to show that many young migrants have developed friendships with 

Irish peers (Gilligan et al, 2010; Szlovák and Szewczyk, 2015). However, some cultural 

barriers were noted in relation to this. The prevalence of drinking and smoking among Irish 

teenagers (Gilligan et al, 2010; Szlovák and Szewczyk, 2015) and a perceived lack of 

respect for elders were highlighted by some young people, particularly those from Muslim 

or Pentecostal religious backgrounds (Gilligan et al, 2010).

ii. Racism 

Although, as noted, many migrant young people have formed friendships with Irish peers 

and while schools have proved to be important sites through which young migrants devel-

op connections and experience solidarity (ní Laoire et al, 2011), all of the literature consult-

ed regarding young migrant’s sense of belonging to Irish society addressed the theme of 

racism (Devine, 2009; Gilligan et al, 2010; ní Laoire et al, 2011; McGrath and McGarry, 

2014; Szlovák and Szewczyk, 2015). Gilligan et al (2010: 69) found that the racism was a 

recurring feature of young migrants’ daily lives. Such racism took two principal forms, 

‘virulent and overt racism’ such as harassment and name-calling in public places or school 

and ‘naïve stereotyping and misunderstanding’ such as impressions and opinions of 

people’s countries of origin.

Gilligan et al also noted that young migrants adopted various strategies to deal with their 

experiences of racism, ranging from minimising the incident in order to defuse its impact; 

avoidance; tackling it head-on through verbal or physical aggression; or preventing or 

reducing the effects of racism through the pursuit of personal achievement. Many of the 

young black African/Irish participants in Ní Laoire et al’s study (2011) disavowed the signif-

icance of racism in their lives and framed racist incidents as individual acts of ignorance 

or bigotry. Finally, the literature highlights institutionalised racism in the Direct Provision 

system as having a profound impact on young asylum seekers’ sense of belonging and 

capacity to integrate (ní Laoire et al, 2011; McGarry, 2012). In particular, the social and 

Thomas and Henri (2011) advocate an approach characterised by openness in which 

young people can express their views without fear of punishment in order to facilitate a 

deeper exploration of their prejudice and their anxieties. They further argue that racism 

can be challenged by facilitating ‘direct meaningful contact … within carefully planned 

and controlled programmes of work’ amongst young people from different ethnic and 

social backgrounds (2011: 87). 

work in multicultural Britain, what emerges from the literature is the sense that there is no 

one ‘model’ or blueprint for supporting young people from ethnic minority groups, for chal-

lenging racism or for supporting cross-community ‘cohesion’  .  Rather what is empha-

sised is an orientation in which youth workers learn to acknowledge the partiality of their 

own perspectives, to challenge the dominance of ‘majority norms’, to ‘critically interpret’ 

different social and cultural systems and to relate to diverse constituencies of people. For 

example, Imam and Bowler (2010) suggest that youth workers may have to support 

minority ethnic young people in moving between a dominant culture in which young 

people are encouraged and expected to have considerable autonomy in making deci-

sions, on the one hand, and the culture of their parents or community where parental or 

community regulation of young people is more pronounced, on the other. 

Many writers on British youth work have stressed its role in purposively challenging 

racism. Imam and Bowler (2010: 142), for instance, argue that the development of ‘critical 

literacy’ among black  young people to enable them to make sense of and resist their 

subordination must be regarded as fundamental to professional youth work practice. The 

interpretation of anti-racist ideas within youth work has been critiqued by Thomas and 

Henri (2011) who argue that some anti-racist approaches have been pedagogically 

limited by creating ‘a moral  code which young people can either subscribe to or be 

punished by’ (Thomas and Henri, 2011: 81). Significantly, Thomas (2002: 60) has argued 

that: 

on the particularly sensitive issue of racism, youth workers sometimes 

‘stop’ being youth workers … they stop drawing and acting on their ‘core’ 

skills of ‘informal education’ … [that is] the ability to develop ‘conversation 

with a purpose’ through listening and questioning as part of a equal and 

positive relationship with young people.
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 For critical accounts of such trends, see Chauhan, 1990; Phillips, 2006; Shukra, 2010; Imam and Bowler, 
2010; Sanderson and Thomas, 2014. 
 Community cohesion’ has become ‘a watchword’ in urban youth work in Britain in recent years (Shukra, 
2010:129). It refers to a social policy which emerged in the aftermath of the 2001 riots between young people 
from ethnically divided working class communities in a number of towns in northern England. In general, it 
advocates cross-community contact and associates the absence of community ‘cohesion’ with a lack of 
shared values and mutual understanding between such communities, with the ethnically ‘segregated’ nature 
of the towns in which such riots took place and with the putative ‘failure’ of multiculturalism. The policy has 
attracted widespread criticism within the literature for obscuring the significance of racism and of social class 
inequalities (see Back et al, 2012; Imam and Bowler, 2010). Significantly, according to Imam and Bowler 
(2010), the ‘community cohesion’ agenda has mitigated against dedicated work with specific minority ethnic 
groups. For a more sympathetic response to this policy shift, see Thomas, 2006.
  Here Imam and Bowler are using ‘black’ in its political sense to refer to those people who share common experi-
ences of racism and colonisation in Britain. Phillips (2006: 57) questions this tendency on the basis that the term 
was ‘not employed by the majority of those it was supposed to represent’. 
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3.1 Statistical Overview:
      Young People, Migration and   
      Ethnic Identity
Here we present a brief overview of some relevant data from Census 2011 with regard to 

immigration, ethnic identity and religious affiliation. We have restricted ourselves to the 

overall figures for the Republic of Ireland and have not provided a regional breakdown. 

The distribution of migrant/ethnic minority communities varies significantly within and 

across different counties. Youth organisations seeking a more detailed breakdown of the 

number of migrants in their area as well as its ethnic and religious make-up can consult 

‘Profile 6, Migration and Diversity – a Profile of Diversity in Ireland’ and ‘Profile 7, Religion, 

Ethnicity and Irish Travellers’ on the Census website (see Central Statistics Office, 2012a; 

2012b). 

The Census indicates that a total of 544,357 ‘non-Irish’ people were living in Ireland in April 

2011, representing 199 different nationalities. This was an increase of 143% since 2002 

and 30% since 2006, though the rate of increase was slower than in previous years. In 

2011, 12% (544,357) of the population in Ireland was made of up of people with nationali-

ties other than Irish. 17% of the population (766,770) were born outside of Ireland (Central 

Statistics Office, 2012a). The difference between these two figures is partly attributable to 

migrants acquiring Irish citizenship. 

The largest group of migrants to Ireland was Polish nationals (122,585), followed by 

migrants from the UK (112,259). There were 25,198 non-Irish nationals who were born in 

Ireland. The vast majority of this group (two-thirds) were young children under five years. 

Just over one tenth were aged between five and nine years (Central Statistics Office, 

2012a) . 

Given that the participants in this study ranged in age from 10 to 25, it is worth highlight-

ing data relating specifically to this age cohort:

Table 5. 0-14 Year Olds by Region of Origin

   

Table 6. 15-24 Year Olds by Region of Origin

Although all our young participants were of migrant background, four were born in Ireland 

and some had Irish citizenship. It is important, therefore, to note census data relating to 

ethnic identity as well as region of origin (see Central Statistics Office, 2012b). 

Table 7. Ethnic Identity of Children and Young People Aged 0-14

  

Table 8. Ethnic Identity of Young People Aged 15-24

 

Given that religion emerged as an important theme in this research, it is worth noting 

Ireland’s increasing religious diversity. According to Census 2011, the proportion of the 

population who were Catholics reached its lowest point at 84%. However, the actual size 

of the Catholic congregation was at its highest since records began. At 110,410, Polish 

people accounted for the largest number of non-Irish Catholics. There were 49,204 

Muslim people in Ireland, which represented a sharp rise on the previous census. This 

figure included 8,322 children of primary school age and 3,582 of secondary school age. 

There were 14,043 members of Apostolic and Pentecostal churches of whom over 60% 

had African ethnicity (Central Statistics Office, 2012c). 

3.2 ‘Integration’, Participation and      
Belonging
Literature exploring young migrants’ lives demonstrates that young people’s sense of 

belonging and their capacity to ‘integrate’ are shaped, both positively and negatively, by 

factors such as immigration status and policy, friendships, family, racism, religion, 

language competency, inter-generational dynamics, age, social class and gender (Fan-

ning and Veale, 2004; Gilligan et al, 2010; ní Laoire et al, 2011; Szlovák and Szewczyk, 

2015). A growing body of research has also challenged dominant policy discourses 

which frame migrants in a passive way as in ‘need of’ integration by highlighting the active 

role that young people play in creating a sense of belonging (both nationally and transna-

tionally) and in negotiating their own integration (Devine, 2009; Gilligan et al, 2010; ní 

Laoire, 2011). In this section, we draw selectively on literature on the experiences of 

young migrants to explore the themes which resonate most closely with our concerns in 

this research. We thus emphasise literature which addresses young migrants’ participa-

tion and sense of belonging, in particular as influenced by ethnic identity, gender and 

class position. In the subsequent section, we turn more specifically to literature on the role 

of youth work with young migrants and other ethnic minority groups. 

i. Ethnic Identity 

There is, as ní Laoire et al (2009: 99) emphasise, ‘no one “migrant child” experience’. The 

different ways in which migrant young people articulate their sense of personal and social 

identity is just one indication of this. By ‘personal identity’, we mean those qualities, values 

or preferences which a young person regards as particular to herself as an individual; by 

‘social identity’ we are referring to young people’s membership of or identification with 

broad social categories or groups such as age, religion, ethnicity, disability, nationality 

and so forth. For instance, ní Laoire et al (2011) found that many young people that had 

migrated from African countries to Ireland stressed their attachment to both an African 

country and to Ireland (see also Devine, 2009). Despite their identification with two 

cultures, however, these young people sought acceptance from their Irish peers by 

stressing their ‘sameness’ with them through their consumption of highly globalised and 

homogenised forms of fashion or music. While other young African participants did assert 

their difference, this was often in ways which were culturally intelligible and, hence, social-

ly acceptable to their peers, a practice which ní Laoire et al link with these young people’s 

membership of a highly racialised  social group. 

geographical isolation which separates young people from non-asylum-seeking peers 

and the lack of play space for children within the system have been emphasised (ní Laoire 

et al, 2011). Despite this, ní Laoire et al (2011) caution against adult-centric research on 

Direct Provision which can obscure the fact that children do develop meaningful attach-

ments to friends within the direct provision system and to the localities in which these 

centres have been placed.  

iii. Gender 

While ethnic identity is a key factor in structuring young people’s sense of belonging, so 

too is the intersecting category of gender. For instance, in her research with migrant 

children in primary schools, Devine (2009: 527) noted that, for boys, being good on the 

sports field enabled ‘an alignment with high-status masculinities’ that eased the transition 

into a new social context, though this sense of belonging was tempered by racist jibes 

against young black players. 

An analysis of the lives of young Muslims from both new and established communities 

living in a town in the West of Ireland noted that young Muslim women were subject to 

greater parental regulation than their male counterparts, though respect for parents was 

an important social value for young Muslims from both sexes (McGrath and McGarry, 

2014).Girls in this study were not typically allowed to socialise outside the home in the 

evenings or during holidays. While tensions between the young people and their parents 

sometimes emerged because of this, the female participants did not resent this regulation. 

Rather they regarded it as part of their ethical responsibility to uphold their parents’ wishes 

and some spoke warmly of time spent with families within the community network. More-

over, they demonstrated resourcefulness in using their time at home to develop valuable 

artistic or literary skills and used their agency to negotiate concessions from parents. A 

number of young women in this study did, however, object to the fact that there were more 

activities in the community available to boys than to girls. McGarry (2012: 261) notes ‘a 

pressing need for the establishment of local initiatives to counter the social isolation expe-

rienced by many female members of the Ballyhaunis Muslim population.’ Among the mea-

sures she recommends are female-only sporting activities that allow for the wearing of 

modest clothing and a public space such as a youth café where females can freely social-

ise out of school hours. The greater availability of sporting activities for boys was also 

noted in Gilligan et al’s research (2010) with young migrants.

 

Finally, McGarry (2012) indicates that young male Muslims were more likely than females 

to experience hostility from or racialised conflicts with non-Muslim students, although 

again differences emerged between the experiences of young men from newer communi-

ties and those that were more established. The fact that young men from the latter group 

had attended the local primary school and were deeply involved in GAA sports acted as 

a sort of ‘cushion’ against racialised ‘slagging’. Although the girls in McGarry’s study 

experienced less racial hostility than boys, Allen and Neilson (2002, cited in Soni, 2011) 

suggested the reverse, noting that Muslim women were particularly vulnerable to racist 

attacks. They associated this with the fact that the hijab (head scarf) rendered women 

more easily identifiable as Muslims. 

iv. Social Class

Migrants in Ireland are not a homogenous group; there are social class differences both 

within and between different migrant communities (Devine, 2009; Röder et al, 2014). By 

social class, we are referring not alone to income measures, but also to forms of social 

and cultural capital which are relevant to an individual’s class positioning (see Devine, 

2009). An analysis of the socio-economic background of the families of second genera-

tion migrant children illustrates that migrants from EU Accession States and from Africa 

are more likely than those from Asian or so-called ‘EU 13 states’ households — that is, 

those states that were members of the EU prior to 2004 — to be employed in semi- or 

un-skilled occupations. They are also more likely to have lower incomes. Research 

further suggests that many migrants to Ireland undergo ‘downward social mobility’ (ní 

Laoire et al, 2011: 35) due to under-employment, de-skilling or, in the case of asylum 

seekers, because they do not have the right to paid work. Röder et al (2014) point to a 

particular mismatch between the educational levels and occupational status of migrants 

from EU Accession States. The child-specific forms of poverty experienced by children 

in direct provision have also been emphasised (ní Laoire, et al, 2009). Social class 

positioning is in part determined by the immigration system which separates people into 

categories which shape their access to, experience of and mobility within the labour 

market (ní Laoire et al, 2011). 

What is significant for our purposes in this research is the degree to which access to 

economic capital, but also to social and cultural capital, can enable or inhibit young 

migrants’ participation in Irish society and help shape their responses to and interactions 

with their Irish peers. For instance, Devine’s (2009) research with migrant children in 

three Dublin primary schools found that children’s participation in social and cultural 

activities outside of school was influenced by their families’ capacity to pay for them (see 

also ní Laoire et al, 2011). Also relevant was migrant children’s differentiated access to 

social networks through which they could learn about the existence of such activities and 

from which they could draw on lifts to activities and related forms of support (Devine, 

2009). 

Finally, research with young migrants in Ireland has consistently highlighted the very high 

value which they place on educational attainment (Devine, 2009; Gilligan et al, 2010; 

McGarry, 2012), a value which some young migrants observed to be missing among 

their peers in school (Gilligan et al, 2010; McGarry, 2012). Such attitudinal differences 

have been attributed by Gilligan et al (2010) to the fact that the migrants concerned were 

attending schools in areas characterised by socio-economic deprivation. 

While the overview of the research outlined in this section by necessity generalises young 

migrants’ experiences, it nonetheless points to a number of concerns of relevance to 

youth work. While youth work is only briefly mentioned in one of the reports analysed (Gilli-

gan et al, 2010), the benefits of engagement in sport and extra-curricular activities was 

more widely noted (ní Laoire et al, 2011; McGarry, 2012). Moreover, in keeping with youth 

work pedagogy, the literature highlights young people’s own agency in pursuing their own 

‘integration’. However, it also raises the prospect that young migrants could benefit from 

support in navigating the ‘delicate line between recognition versus rejection’ (Devine, 

2009: 526) with regard to matters of identity and racism and in overcoming class- and/or 

gender-based impediments to participation. Youth work has the potential to build on and 

draw out the commonalities between young people of all backgrounds. Equally, the differ-

ences within and between migrant communities and between migrant young people and 

their ‘Irish’ peers which were identified in the literature, suggest that youth work with young 

migrants – as with youth work more generally – is unlikely to have a ‘one-size-fits-all’ char-

acter. We now turn to studies which have more specifically addressed the role of youth 

work in relation to young migrants and, where relevant, ethnic minority young people more 

generally. 

3.3 Youth Work with Young Migrants and 
Ethnic Minority Young People 
i. Youth Work in Ireland 

As mentioned above, youth organisations in Ireland have published a number of strate-

gies in relation to intercultural youth work. These have been undertaken by national youth 

organisations such as Foróige (Foróige, 2008) and at a local level as evidenced in the 

Canal Communities Intercultural Strategy for Youth Work (Lynam, 2009). Detailed resourc-

es to support the development of inclusive youth work with migrants and other young 

people from ethnic minority groups have also been developed (see National Youth Coun-

cil of Ireland, 2012; National Youth Council of Ireland/Youthnet, 2012). Each of these publi-

cations stresses that an ‘open-door’ policy is not sufficient to ensure equality of access for 

migrant young people. Rather, they emphasise the importance of a multi-faceted 

approach to intercultural youth work in which inclusiveness is pro-actively addressed at all 

levels of the organisation. Among the measures advocated in such texts are:

 • The establishment of systems to monitor uptake and outcomes of minority ethnic 

communities in youth work;

• Ongoing needs analysis at local level;

• A range of outreach strategies to establish meaningful contact and engagement 

with children and young people from ethnic minority communities;

• Anti-racist/intercultural organisational policies; 

• The need for ‘buy-in’ from across the organisation, including management; 

• Anti-racism training and measures to ensure protection and redress against 

racism for children and young people; 

• Pre-development work with existing participants in youth services; 

• Collaborative working among relevant youth and community organisations; 

• The appointment of staff and volunteers from ethnic minority communities; 

• Strategies to build the trust of parents;

• Sensitivity to gender issues and to differing cultural and religious values;

• Ongoing monitoring and evaluation of progress towards inclusive youth work. 

In an evaluation of the development and implementation of an intercultural strategy by 

youth organisation Foróige, it is noted:  

Foróige has learned integration is a more complex process than originally 

envisaged. It is not just about the participation of minority children 

although it includes that, or about multicultural activities although it also 

includes that. Integration is also about how the organisation and its staff 

respond to the need of all children in a multicultural setting (McKeown, 

2009: 14-15).

The report does not elaborate on these complexities and as yet there appear to be no Irish 

studies which provide detailed empirical analyses of the challenges and successes of 

everyday youth work with ethnic minority young people. Nevertheless, a number of 

insights have emerged from the National Youth Council of Ireland’s (NYCI) 12 Steps to 

Good Practice guide (NYCI, 2012), which showcases the work of eight youth organisa-

tions that are engaging or have engaged with young people from migrant and/or minority 

ethnic groups. For instance, detail is provided on how youth workers implemented their 

outreach strategies. One Foróige youth worker in Tyrrelstown in West Dublin, an area with 

a particularly high concentration of minority ethnic families, explains: 

For the first 3-4 months I made a point of being active where young 

people were taking part in things in neighbouring areas; music, rap, 

footballs, computers. So basically showing my face around, speaking 

with them, asking them what their interests were. I built up a registry. And 

we also did focus groups locally with the young people in Tyrrelstown to 

see what their needs were (NYCI, 2012: n.p.). 

At a certain point, Irish participants in the project were in a minority in the Tyrrelstown 

Youth Initiative, so the youth worker also successfully undertook activities to include more 

Irish young people who came to account for about half of the young people involved. 

On the matter of whether youth work initiatives with young migrants should be integrated 

or whether they should be targeted towards particular cultural/ethnic groups based on 

need, participants in the 12 Steps guide generally regarded integrated groups as the ideal 

route forward. However, the importance of flexibility and of responding to the needs of 

particular young people was also emphasised. For example, SPARK, (the Support Project 

for Asylum-Seeking and Refugee Kids), a partnership between the HSE and Youth Work 

Ireland Galway which operated between 2002 and 2011, provided a dedicated space 

called ‘Comfort Zone’ in which young asylum seekers and refugees discussed issues 

relating to their particular experiences. However they also participated alongside Irish 

peers in the youth café and in other groups (NYCI, 2012). 

Among the ongoing barriers noted by participants in the NCYI reports were a lack of confi-

dence among youth workers relating to a fear of doing things ‘wrong’ and the appropriate-

ness of mixed-gender groups for some cultural groups. Some organisations have man-

aged to address the latter issue as single-sex groups have been formed based on need, 

for example, a health project with young Irish and Eastern European women in Tyrrelstown 

and a Traveller girls’ group in Bishopstown (NYCI, 2012). 

Crucially, what emerges from the case studies in 12 Steps and in the strategies and 

resources referred to above is the sense that the skills, values and attitudes required to 

develop youth work with young people from ethnic minority groups are the very skills, 

values and attitudes that are required for good youth work practice generally. In particular, 

the importance of flexibility, openness and creativity; of being young-person centred and 

of recognising the young person as a unique individual whose actions, interests and 

perspectives are shaped, but not wholly determined, by their membership of particular 

social groups emerges. Finally, it is notable that those organisations that had succeeded 

in including young people from ethnic minority groups in their activities had deliberately 

and purposively adapted their practice in order to do so.

ii. Youth Work in the UK

Unsurprisingly, the literature on youth work with young people from ethnic minorities is 

more voluminous in the UK than in Ireland. British youth work has been significantly 

influenced by Britain’s history of inward migration, by shifts in government policy with 

regard to the ‘management’ of cultural difference and by the broader politics of anti-rac-

ism and multiculturalism  .  Youth work has also been a site in which inequalities based on 

class and on ‘race’ intersect in complex ways (see Thomas and Henri, 2011). While it is 

impossible in this short space to capture the history or range of perspectives on youth 
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By contrast, the same research found that a more exclusive sense of national belonging 

was expressed by young people who had migrated from countries of Central and Eastern 

Europe. The authors suggest this may relate to the young people’s uncertainty about their 

futures and to the comfort offered by being part of a collective at a time when they felt or 

were made to feel different to their peers  .  

In relation to the impact of cultural difference on young people’s relationships with peers, 

there is clear evidence to show that many young migrants have developed friendships with 

Irish peers (Gilligan et al, 2010; Szlovák and Szewczyk, 2015). However, some cultural 

barriers were noted in relation to this. The prevalence of drinking and smoking among Irish 

teenagers (Gilligan et al, 2010; Szlovák and Szewczyk, 2015) and a perceived lack of 

respect for elders were highlighted by some young people, particularly those from Muslim 

or Pentecostal religious backgrounds (Gilligan et al, 2010).

ii. Racism 

Although, as noted, many migrant young people have formed friendships with Irish peers 

and while schools have proved to be important sites through which young migrants devel-

op connections and experience solidarity (ní Laoire et al, 2011), all of the literature consult-

ed regarding young migrant’s sense of belonging to Irish society addressed the theme of 

racism (Devine, 2009; Gilligan et al, 2010; ní Laoire et al, 2011; McGrath and McGarry, 

2014; Szlovák and Szewczyk, 2015). Gilligan et al (2010: 69) found that the racism was a 

recurring feature of young migrants’ daily lives. Such racism took two principal forms, 

‘virulent and overt racism’ such as harassment and name-calling in public places or school 

and ‘naïve stereotyping and misunderstanding’ such as impressions and opinions of 

people’s countries of origin.

Gilligan et al also noted that young migrants adopted various strategies to deal with their 

experiences of racism, ranging from minimising the incident in order to defuse its impact; 

avoidance; tackling it head-on through verbal or physical aggression; or preventing or 

reducing the effects of racism through the pursuit of personal achievement. Many of the 

young black African/Irish participants in Ní Laoire et al’s study (2011) disavowed the signif-

icance of racism in their lives and framed racist incidents as individual acts of ignorance 

or bigotry. Finally, the literature highlights institutionalised racism in the Direct Provision 

system as having a profound impact on young asylum seekers’ sense of belonging and 

capacity to integrate (ní Laoire et al, 2011; McGarry, 2012). In particular, the social and 

Thomas and Henri (2011) advocate an approach characterised by openness in which 

young people can express their views without fear of punishment in order to facilitate a 

deeper exploration of their prejudice and their anxieties. They further argue that racism 

can be challenged by facilitating ‘direct meaningful contact … within carefully planned 

and controlled programmes of work’ amongst young people from different ethnic and 

social backgrounds (2011: 87). 

work in multicultural Britain, what emerges from the literature is the sense that there is no 

one ‘model’ or blueprint for supporting young people from ethnic minority groups, for chal-

lenging racism or for supporting cross-community ‘cohesion’  .  Rather what is empha-

sised is an orientation in which youth workers learn to acknowledge the partiality of their 

own perspectives, to challenge the dominance of ‘majority norms’, to ‘critically interpret’ 

different social and cultural systems and to relate to diverse constituencies of people. For 

example, Imam and Bowler (2010) suggest that youth workers may have to support 

minority ethnic young people in moving between a dominant culture in which young 

people are encouraged and expected to have considerable autonomy in making deci-

sions, on the one hand, and the culture of their parents or community where parental or 

community regulation of young people is more pronounced, on the other. 

Many writers on British youth work have stressed its role in purposively challenging 

racism. Imam and Bowler (2010: 142), for instance, argue that the development of ‘critical 

literacy’ among black  young people to enable them to make sense of and resist their 

subordination must be regarded as fundamental to professional youth work practice. The 

interpretation of anti-racist ideas within youth work has been critiqued by Thomas and 

Henri (2011) who argue that some anti-racist approaches have been pedagogically 

limited by creating ‘a moral  code which young people can either subscribe to or be 

punished by’ (Thomas and Henri, 2011: 81). Significantly, Thomas (2002: 60) has argued 

that: 

on the particularly sensitive issue of racism, youth workers sometimes 

‘stop’ being youth workers … they stop drawing and acting on their ‘core’ 

skills of ‘informal education’ … [that is] the ability to develop ‘conversation 

with a purpose’ through listening and questioning as part of a equal and 

positive relationship with young people.
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In what follows, we outline our findings with regard to our previously stated research aims. 

Our first section below, ‘Issues Experienced by Young People from Ethnic Minorities’, 
identifies five significant, intertwined themes. These are, firstly, the challenges young 

people face in navigating the multiple and sometimes conflicting forces which shape their 

sense of personal and social identity and which inform their sense of belonging; secondly, 

the impact on young people of parental and community expectations; thirdly, the signifi-

cance of religious observance and religious influences in young people’s lives; fourthly, 

opportunities for leadership and civic or political participation and fifthly, the ongoing 

reality of racism in young people’s lives.

 

The next section, ‘the Role of Youth Work’, considers the implications for youth work of 

these themes and provides an account of our findings with regard to youth work and the 

inclusion of young people from ethnic minorities. The subsequent section, ‘CCRYS Inter-
cultural Youth Project: What Lessons Can We Learn?’, focuses specifically on the 

experiences of the intercultural youth project within CCRYS. We analyse some of the key 

successes, challenges and complexities which the project and its partner organisations 

encountered during its lifetime and consider the implications of these for youth work. 

Our final section provides some brief conclusions to the study and offers recommenda-

tions for furthering youth work with young migrants based on the results of our study. 

4.1 Issues Experienced by Young People 
from Ethnic Minorities 
i.        Migration, Identity and Belonging 
Our research suggested that young people, particularly those who were born in Ireland or 

who arrived here as children, feel an affinity with more than one national or cultural identi-

ty. For instance, in their responses to a question on this matter on the questionnaire 

distributed prior to the focus groups, some of the young people described themselves in 

hyphenated terms such as ‘Irish-Congolese’, ‘Cameroonian-Irish’ or ‘Palestinian-Irish’. 

The research also indicated, however, that young people can face difficulties in navigat-

ing and expressing the different aspects of their ethnic and cultural identities. These 

difficulties manifested in a number of areas. Firstly, it was apparent that many young 

people do not identify with their ‘country of origin’ as strongly as their parents or older 

siblings. In a quotation which underscores the child-specific nature of the migration expe-

rience, one migrant community leader suggested that:

 

[Many] parents don’t seem to understand what migration is for their kids. 

Like for me, I can always say ‘I can go back to Zimbabwe’. But for [the 

young people], Zimbabwe … [is] not necessarily home. [In] Ireland … 

people meet them and say ‘go back to Africa’. But that’s not a reality for 

them. So because of colour of skin or even because of religion there’s an 

expectation that when you say ‘home’ you mean somewhere outside of 

Ireland or off the continent of Europe. And because parents have 

options [to go to another place they call ‘home’], they don’t seem to 

realise that their kids don’t have that option and nobody is talking about 

[this] (Participant A, focus group 1). 

The complex socialisation and sense of identity of second and ‘1.5’ generation young 

people meant that they sometimes have to negotiate differing expectations. A CCRYS 

project worker described the sorts of issues which she had discussed with young 

people: 

   

They were saying that … a lot of their parents want them to keep their 

culture but a lot of parents want them to assimilate and they will push 

them to do stuff. The young people keep saying that they [are] being 

pushed everywhere and in all directions and by everybody … A huge 

amount of pressure … And … [their] sense of Irishness, it seems really 

complex, really difficult, more so because there is no space given to 

them for support with it and no one is giving them that support

Secondly, young people recalled difficulties in ‘escaping’ particular labels or responses 

which made them feel ‘different’ at a time when they wished to blend in with their peers. 

According to one young person: 

I’ve been involved in mainstream youth work … when I was younger ... 

They had certain things that I was really interested in like a youth forum 

and a choir. So I felt listened to … But I think youth work sometimes is 

very constrained and for people maybe from a migrant background it 

might be harder. Because at this age when you’re young you’re trying to 

navigate your identity and when you go into a youth club — that’s your 

identity. You’re black. You’re from a migrant background. And it’s some-

thing that’s stamped on you and I think people might shy away from that 

a little bit. I went through that as well. Because first of all I have interests 

but when you go there they’re like ‘oh where are you from?’ All these ques-

tions and you’re not really sure where you stand as well in your identity as 

yourself (Participant I, focus group 2). 

Relatedly, although some participants felt that culturally-related events to promote interac-

tion among young people were of value, the efficacy of once-off ‘intercultural’ days based 

on superficial markers of culture was questioned. One migrant community leader noted:

 

We were talking … to some kids, they were saying that some schools do 

… cultural days … and they say ‘you bring whatever from your country’, 

and they [the young people] were saying they don’t like it because it 

means they are on the platform, they are being showcased ... this is the 

show and everyone has to pay attention to them (Participant A, focus 

group 1). 

Finally, despite the desire to minimise their ethnic or cultural differences, paradoxically 

perhaps, the need for young people to find a ‘voice’ and a space with other young people 

to discuss and process those very factors which render them different was identified. 

Another migrant leader noted that:

I was born in [North Africa] and I grew up in [Europe] and … the pressure 

you are talking about, the parents, the community … Like each individual 

experiences it in a different way and they have a different way to go 

through it and manage it. But … there’s a conflict around them [young 

people] and a conflict in them. So I know how they feel and I know when 

they are given a voice, they can get to the next step (Participant C, focus 

group 1).

One of the young participants described some of the reasons for her participation in a 

self-organised young women’s group: 

If you ask many of us now compared to our parents’ mindset it’s going to 

be totally changing [different] from their mindsets so [participating in this 

group], it’s this thing of ‘we have a common ground’. Because here we 

are caught in two positions – we’ve come to this new society where they 

have their own way of going; our parents have their own way of going at 

home. Where does the balance step in? Do I have people who under-

stand that balance in my head? (Participant G, focus group 2). 

ii. Parental and Community Regulation

A second, interrelated topic to emerge from the data was the impact on young people of 

intergenerational differences with regard to matters such as appropriate behaviour or 

cultural norms. Young people often had to deal with differences between the expectations 

of their parents or communities and those of their peers and the wider ‘Irish’ community. 

For instance, culturally specific understandings of young people’s personal autonomy 

were apparent. During discussions with the young African women, the matter of parental 

discipline was discussed. One participant argued that:

 

Our parents have a different mindset. … Because if I want to … maybe … 

blend in with the real [sic] kids who grew up here, their parents let them 

go out at 14 until 10pm, at 15 until 11pm, all the parties. And my parents 

are like ‘you better be home at 7’ (Participant J, focus group 2). 

She added that: 

I know African people have many different cultures, but I think one thing 

that we have in common is our parents – there’s some kind of discipline 

that runs around Africa. I don’t know how, why, but it’s present in nearly 

every country

There was a gendered dimension to the theme of young people’s autonomy, though 

young women’s sense of agency also emerged strongly from the data. Another partici-

pant suggested that: 

Even in our own families how we’re treated because we’re girls to our 

brothers is totally different, and how sometimes -  I’m talking from my own 

experience here – as if I had an older brother, he probably would have 

been allowed out and about and been involved in a lot of things more than 

I would I feel. Unfortunately my parents are unlucky they got a girl that is 

kind of like a boy – so I didn’t really need that permission, I just went for it 

(Participant G, focus group 2). 

While limitations on young people’s autonomy appears to stem from particular cultural 

and religious attitudes towards matters such as gender, parenting and childhood, they 

are also partly attributable to parental fears for their children’s safety in a context of signifi-

cant levels of societal racism – a theme we address in more detail below. For example, the 

parent whom we interviewed noted that: 

[My daughter] has said to me ‘Mum, I want to go in a protest’. I’m saying 

‘no you’re not going’. Because in the protest things can go wrong and 

you’ve put yourself in danger. So you have to protect yourself. There is 

other ways of protesting — whether it’s writing or voicing — but don’t go 

there and be screaming and shouting. People have different kinds of 

banners on them … So you have to choose carefully in what you partici-

pate in and don’t participate in. We are still a minority here and it’s very 

easy for people to attack us. So I am very, very cautious.

She recalled the responses of some of her daughter’s friends upon hearing that she was 

allowed to travel alone on the bus:

 

[My daughter] was talking to some of the Muslim girls, and they were like 

'Your parents let you get the bus? Aren't you scared? They let you? That's 

so dangerous!' But this is what they have been told.  It's unsafe for you to 

be outside.

It was also noted that young women can face pressures from their wider communities with 

regard to expectations of appropriate behaviour. In reference to the young Muslim women 

she worked with, one of the CCRYS project workers noted that:

[Many people in their community have] an opinion about them and are 

very vocal about it. They have women who aren’t related to them but are 

‘aunties’ telling them that they shouldn’t have Facebook [etc.] … and 

others are saying ‘no it’s fine’.

A group of young Muslim women became enthusiastic members of a football club for girls. 

While their participation was supported by their parents, it was also met with some nega-

tive responses from other community members. According to the same project worker:

 

Stuff … comes up for the girls [who are] playing soccer in the hijab … 

There is a bit of a backlash from some people in the community saying 

'this isn't for Muslims'. So they're pushing in a particular direction. But 

there's a huge amount of pressure put on them which says, 'Ok, if you 

want to play football, you have to be a perfect Muslim. You don't give them 

[some members of the community] anything that they can throw at you'. 

So they're carrying this responsibility. They're pushing forward and they're 

groundbreakers. But they're not allowed to make mistakes like other 

young people do as the … community is watching them. 

 

While parental and community regulation can constrain the activities of some young 

Muslims, there is also clear evidence of a diversity of perspectives among migrant 

parents and leaders. While careful not to expose their children to harm, the parent and 

leader whom we interviewed both acted as positive role models for the young women in 

their care and were anxious that they had as many opportunities for social interaction and 

personal development as possible. As the parent explained with regard to youth work:

It … empower[s] the girls with tools that they could actually bring to their 

future life … [My daughter] understands more about youth work and 

participating and voicing and how … to do a campaign ... This is some-

thing that was alien to me and it was alien to her as well. When she came 

last night [from the CCRYS leadership training] she said ‘that was really 

intense. I don’t know if I took anything in.’ But she did, you know? From 

talking to her, she had [taken it in] … And this is something I would like 

my daughter or my children to carry on with. 

iii.  Religious Beliefs and Observance 

Religious faith and practice were central features in the lives of many of the young partici-

pants in this study. Three key findings were noted with regard to this. Firstly, religion is a 

key source of support and strength in their lives. The following comment from one young 

person exemplified this view:

Church … again comes down to this idea of community. You are sharing 

something in common, you’re supporting each other’s faith as well and 

also I think the support does not just come from the people but from your 

belief itself. Because I believe in God and I get my strength from knowing 

that he is going to help me (Participant G, focus group 2). 

Secondly, the research found that young people are often located at the intersection of 

different value systems and that their religious backgrounds played a key role in this. It 

was suggested that negotiating these different value systems created tensions and pres-

sures in the young people’s lives. For example, the focus group with community and 

religious leaders occurred shortly after the 2015 Marriage Equality referendum in Ireland. 

It was pointed out by the participants that many people in their communities that were 

affiliated with African Pentecostal Churches were opposed to civil marriage for gay and 

lesbian people. The Methodist minister, for instance, noted that those among the second 

generation that supported a ‘no’ vote were reproached by their peers while those that 

advocated a ‘yes’ faced recrimination from their family or community. He added:

The school [is] educating the child for 20 hours a week. But any good 

African Pentecostal Church, you’re going to have a very high level of 

involvement with it. So there’s this double value formation … [At] my 

school, all the kids did a ‘vote yes’ thing and then in the evening you go to 

a prayer meeting, and it’s ‘vote no’. And it’s the … youth that are … having 

to negotiate [that] (Participant D, focus group 1) 

One of the CCRYS project workers noted the ‘conflictual messages’ which the young 

people were receiving: 

I remember that came out from [one young person during the leadership 

training we did] when she was talking about one of the challenges … 

about becoming an activist and getting projects off the ground. She 

named religious conservatism. But she constantly talks about different 

issues, about LGBT rights and I thought 'this is mad.' She’s probably hear-

ing all of these things [LGBT rights etc.] in school … and then she's prob-

ably hearing other things in other spaces. 

A third finding to emerge in relation to religious observance was its implications for partici-

pation in youth work. One of our focus group participants had established a girls’ group 

within her mosque. However, some other community members were fearful of her efforts 

to introduce structured youth activities. Their objections appeared to centre on a fear that 

involvement in youth activities might dilute or detract from the young people’s understand-

ing and practice of Islam. According to a parent of one of the girls:

[The young people] all want activities, they all want activities. But [some 

of] the older women – the mothers maybe - have objections. It’s a conflict 

of culture … between generations … [The young people are] going to 

non-Muslim schools. You know your environment influences you. And 

they’re still young as well you have to remember. They’re not fully under-

standing Islam … The older generations understand Islam better. And 

there’s kind of a conflict there. 

She mentioned that anyone working with Muslim youth would need to be very aware of ‘the 

needs of the Muslim child’, including, for instance, the prohibition of ‘free-mixing’, that is, 

socialising between young men and women. She further noted that the presence of youth 

workers from the Muslim religion would be of great benefit in allaying parental and com-

munity fears.

iv.  Leadership and Civic/Political Participation 

The research found that some of the young women wished to be involved in issue-based 

work. This was particularly apparent among the young African women who were already 

affiliated with a migrant women’s rights organisation. As one of them said, ‘we’re literally 

dying of ideas to improve our community or improve the nation.’ The young women’s 

responses reflected their concern with migrant-specific inequalities.

According to one participant:

We are migrant women in this country and we — I believe almost half of 

us here —have gone through … a bit of discrimination here and there, 

racism here and there and obviously it wouldn’t be an easy task changing 

that, but it would be great seeing us improving on that (Participant F, 

focus group 2). 

However, they also expressed a desire to be involved in issues affecting young people in 

Ireland generally. For example, when discussing her perceptions of the Irish education 

system, another participant noted that: 

[M]any [young] people feel like ‘I can’t get in [to college] anyways and I’m 

not going to strive for it.’ … Even the Irish kids themselves, they end up at 

a place of ‘I can just get a FETAC [course] and get a work’ and … it’s 

really not good, it limits the mind … So I would definitely change the 

educational system to such a way that it can accommodate everybody in 

their different ways to strive for a better education, a better future 

because at the end of the day it brings out a better country (Participant J, 

focus group 2). 

Some of the participants demonstrated significant potential for youth leadership. One 

young person recalled how: 

We were sitting in Stephen’s Green yesterday after [a] … conference 

talking about different issues and it was so empowering and so motivat-

ing … We talked about real issues that were happening and they got to a 

point of even coming up with solutions and making connections between 

different things (Participant I, focus group 2). 

The potential for leadership and an interest in issues facing young people among migrant 

young people was also evident during discussions at the youth leadership training deliv-

ered by the CCRYS intercultural youth project. The participants in this training were from 

a range of ethnic minority backgrounds. One of the CCRYS project workers noted:

LGBT stuff came out during the training mainly through the Muslim girls 

that wear the veil. They were actually really, really concerned that their 

LGBT peers wouldn't be supported. It was really Interesting. All of them 

mentioned LGBT as an issue that they felt really strongly about

 v. Racism and Exclusion 

A key issue to emerge from across the all interviews and focus groups was the degree to 

which racism had become a ‘normal’ feature of young people’s lives. The research also 

found that, while friendships with young ‘Irish’ people had been formed, young people 

also experienced exclusion among their peers. 

Participants discussed misrepresentations of and racist attitudes towards both Muslims 

and black Africans. These had a significant impact on the young people whose respons-

es ranged from frustration to a deep sense of hurt. Some participants were frustrated by 

ignorance, misinformation or generalisations about Africa. According to one young 

person: 

I’ve lived in Africa. It’s not just bushes and forests and everything. Things 

happen in Africa. Beautiful things. But then again the way the Irish people 

ask is from the perception that they’ve been given. ‘Oh it’s just poverty. 

The people there are just struggling.’ All this kind of stuff. And they 

wouldn’t really know our cultures and the way we act to certain things 

(Participant K, focus group 2).

Another young person who had migrated to Ireland as a young adult recalled a conversa-

tion she had had with her younger brother who was born in Ireland. 

When I came to this country, my little brother asked me a question … ‘Do 

you sleep on a bed in Africa?’ And I said ‘hold on little brother. Why do 

you ask this question?’ And he was like ‘because our teacher was talking 

to us about Africa and he was saying literally that in Africa most people 

live in the bush, they don’t sleep on beds, they don’t have telly … like 

they’re struggling in Africa.’ And I said to him ‘Baby, when you go to 

school tomorrow, you tell teacher Africans are humans. They have a bed, 

they have telly’ (Participant F, focus group 2)

The following quotation from one young person typified the view among the Muslim girls 

that they were constantly judged on the basis of crimes committed in the name of Islam:

 

Sometimes, in the news they judge a whole community based on 10 

people and … that’s why people mostly when they see Muslims they think 

… ‘these people don’t give education to girls, they’re just bad, they do 

bombs, and 9/11 and stuff.’ They don’t think about the other good stuff we 

do (Participant P, focus group 3). 

Similarly, her friend commented that:

If they said something in the news that’s bad about Muslims, it does not 

mean I’m one of them. Maybe I’ve got other thinking. Maybe … they’re 

thinking they want to kill people, I’m not like that ... Islam is all about 

peace and loving people (Participant M, focus group 3).

Experiences of racism emerged too in the accounts of the young African women. One 

participant described the emotional and exclusionary effects of racist discourses about 

black Africans: 

Because most people think you just came from Africa and then started 

taking things from us, benefits, job-wise and other stuff. So I feel like a 

gold-digger (Participant F, focus group 2). 

In a similar vein, another young person noted:

Even sometimes I’m scared to go into ... the social welfare offices 

because I see all these eyes around me. I can’t wait to finish college and 

get myself a job so I don’t have to go back in there. It’s so scary. You go 

in there and you feel like ’oh my days, they’re all looking at me.’ I feel like 

I shouldn’t be here (Participant K, focus group 2).

The wounding effects of online racism and its consequences for migrants’ participation 

and sense of belonging in Irish society were also mentioned by a number of research 

participants. For one young person:

I feel if I read stuff in the media, if someone writes an article about 

migrants or stuff like that, the kind of comments from people - literally 

when I read them I feel, well these are people, this is society, that’s what 

they’re saying about migrants in the country. And when you read them, 

they are really, really horrible. It feels like ‘I should just hide in my room. I 

shouldn’t come out’… They smile but just pretending, but not letting some-

one fully in. Because what they write in the media and stuff like that isn’t 

really good, isn’t positive about migrants (Participant K, focus group 2).

In addition to general racist attitudes, participants also noted instances of bullying or 

exclusion by their peers which they believed were related to their Muslim identity, though 

it is important to emphasise that some participants also spoke of their Irish classmates 

being their ‘bestos’ [best friends]. One of them recalled:

Like in my class on the first day, one of the girls she didn’t really like me 

because I was wearing a scarf but then even like when I was writing with 

a pencil, I asked her did she want to write with it, and she was like ‘no, I 

won’t touch that’. And I was like ‘ok that’s your decision. What are you 

going to write with?’ And then in the school years, we’re actually like best 

pals now, literally. She just like knows me now. She just thought I was bad 

or something (Participant P, focus group 3). 

Another participant said:

Well I get bullied because I’m Muslim and I still do … I told my teacher 

and then she apologised to me and then she’s really nice to me. But then 

these girls these days, they’re not that nice to me. I’m actually not really 

sure why they’re not nice to me maybe because of the colour of my skin 

or something. But they like everybody else in the class and they don’t like 

me mostly. When people have birthday parties, this girl she had a birth-

day party and she invited the whole class except me (Participant Q, focus 

group 3). 

A further manifestation of racism and exclusion highlighted in the research were the phys-

ical threats or racist encounters from strangers in public experienced by some of the 

young people. These encounters took a highly gendered form particularly as they related 

to stereotypes about black women’s sexuality. One young person recalled:

On the buses I’ve had experience where these guys are like ‘come marry 

me, I’ll give you a green card’ and all this … And older guys as well …on 

the streets sometimes. I don’t think they would say the same thing to a 

young Irish person … I look like a kid! I could have been any age, coming 

up to you and being like ‘Hey, do you want to sleep with me tonight?’, like 

propositioning you … I’ve had a friend who was asked if she’s a prostitute 

(Participant I, focus group 2). 

A fellow participant responded that this had happened to her also: 

I was just innocently standing at a bus stop and someone said ‘do you 

want to come with me?’ I said ‘where?’ ‘I will pay you good’. I mean I really 

felt like ‘what do you take me for? You really think I’m just standing here 

waiting for you to ask me if you will pay me well’ (Participant H, focus 

group 2). 

The threat to young people’s safety and bodily integrity as a consequence of racism was 

also named by the CCRYS project workers. This, it was felt, had implications for youth 

work: 

When we did the training with the young people ... the sense that I got 

was they really, really want to get involved in stuff but there's an issue of 

safety. Really they don't feel safe in a lot of the spaces that are offered for 

them. In terms of the youth services, geographically again, we're talking 

about youth projects that are in areas that are pretty difficult, so the 

services that can provide a service to these young people or that are 

equipped to do it are not in areas that actually are safe enough for these 

young people to access. 

According to her colleague:

If you unpack the issues that young women are coming up against, 

there's mad stuff all together. If you're talking about the young women in 

the [mosque] ... if you can get to a conversation of their experience of 

living in the area, or areas like it, lots of stuff is coming up around how safe 

they feel on the streets, around … racist incidents, getting their hijabs 

pulled off them, being spat at, all that kind of stuff. It's so normalised, it's 

mad, crazy, you know? And not having a space to process that and just 

that sense of 'that's just the way it is.’

The parent of a young Muslim girl noted that: 

There is a lot of Islamaphobia going around at the moment. I do fear 

where I send my kids. I have to have different nationalities in that group to 

feel that my kids are going to be safe. If it’s just an all-Irish place, I’m not 

comfortable … I’m not comfortable, because they will always come back 

and say ‘So-and-so said this. So-and-so said that’ … I mean I’m not 

saying I want every single box to be ticked, even if it was just [a] multi-cul-

tural [group], I would be quite happy. 

Her responses also highlighted how her daughter’s agency and ‘voice’ were constrained 

by macro social policy concerning Muslims beyond Ireland, in this case the so-called 

‘Preventing Violent Extremism’   agenda in the UK. She explained that she liked to give her 

daughter the tools to respond to misrepresentations of Islam by teachers or peers. Howev-

er, she also cautioned her daughter to ‘be careful what you say [at school]’: 

Because she’s very voiceful. She gives her opinion. I’m also fearful at the 

moment of what’s happening in the UK. The government is asking 

schools to keep an eye on students to see who is extremist, and they 

should be reported and everything. I say to her ‘you have to be careful’. I 

don’t know what the agenda is here.

Finally, young people’s strategies for coping with racism or exclusion were mentioned. 

Both CCRYS workers noted that humour was one way in which young people managed 

their experiences of racism. For instance, young Muslims might humorously take on a 

stereotype as a means of satirising and coping with the association between Islam and 

terrorism:

I see [this use of humour by] young people in lots of different ways. It’s 

putting [the stereotype] out there and [saying] ‘I’ll get there before you do, 

you know?’ ‘This is who I am. And I know what you think. And [I] can laugh 

at it.’

It was further suggested that young people might ‘self-exclude’ from mainstream youth 

work or other related ‘white’ spaces in search of better ways of processing their experienc-

es. According to one young person: 

When you see [how] … the media [represent us] … [and]  all the experi-

ences that we’ve had, and you think about going to a predominantly white 

youth centre … with all that baggage, it’s kind of almost easier not to and 

to maybe self-organise … Because all of these things have an effect on 

you. So maybe you think forming a group that’s not [already] there, that’s 

with people who have shared experiences would be easier and more 

helpful (Participant I, focus group 2). 

4.2 The Role of Youth Work
In this section, we consider in turn the implications for youth work of each of the themes 

addressed in the preceding section with reference to relevant literature. We then discuss 

research findings which related specifically to youth work, highlighting its potential but 

also the ongoing challenges which remain with regard to the participation of young people 

from ethnic minority groups.  

i. Migration, Identity and Belonging

Our findings indicate that youth workers working with young people from ethnic minority 

groups may need to be aware of how issues pertaining to their personal and social identity 

affect their sense of belonging and wellbeing. The potential role of youth work in this 

regard was summed up by one of the CCRYS project workers: 

We have a whole generation of young people who are trying to negotiate 

what it feels to be both Muslim and Irish, both black and Irish and I see 

them struggling with this stuff. So that's one side of it. But I also see them 

have all the other stuff that happens to young people – having to deal with 

relationships and broken hearts and having trouble with school and 

clashing with their friends and stuff on the internet and getting into 

trouble. So you have all that … stuff of being a teenager … and then they 

have this extra layer of stuff … For me that's where youth work comes in. 

[It] makes space for young people to make sense of their own social 

reality and help them negotiate this. 

The findings also suggest that youth workers must walk a fine line between offering 

support where necessary while avoiding a situation where young people may feel inap-

propriately singled out (see also ní Laoire, et al, 2011). This work must take place in 

spaces where young people feel safe. Some of the findings - for instance, the comment 

by participant I above -indicate that this may need to happen in identity-specific groups 

or in groups comprising young people with shared exposure to or experience of the 

issue(s) in question. This is in keeping with commonly-held youth work values and 

approaches which are concerned with developing flexible responses to the particular 

needs of young people as they arise. 

ii. Parental and Community Regulation

While all young people face constraints on their personal autonomy, our research found 

evidence that young people from ethnic minorities may be subjected to greater parental 

regulation and community expectation than their ‘Irish’ peers. This suggests that youth 

work may have a role in providing a space for young people to process the sometimes 

conflicting expectations which they may face. It also raises challenges for how the princi-

ple of self-determination — that is ‘the non-directive enabling of young people to make 

decisions and choices in their lives’ (Imam and Bowler, 2010: 144)  — has traditionally 

been understood within youth work practice. For example, some parental involvement in 

activity choices may have to be countenanced in order to facilitate inclusion. 

This theme underscores the advice of previous strategies and guides for intercultural 

youth work (Lynam, 2009; NYCI/Youthnet, 2012) which emphasised that youth workers 

may need to purposively and patiently spend time building up the trust and buy-in of 

parents, guardians and community leaders. It also suggests that youth workers may need 

to be aware of the greater restrictions placed on some young migrants’ free time when 

planning the timing and location of activities.  

iii. Religious Beliefs and Observance

The centrality of religious faith in many young people’s lives carries with it a number of 

implications for youth work. Firstly, it suggests that practitioners need to increase their 

religious literacy. Indeed, there is some evidence of nascent efforts by youth workers to 

achieve this. One youth worker interviewed for the research noted that workers in her 

project who were working with Muslim children and parents in their homework club were 

‘trying to educate themselves [about different religions], so they’ve gotten books that are 

child-friendly around religion.’ 

With regard to young people’s location at the interface between conflicting value systems, 

the findings imply that youth workers may have a role to play in supporting young people 

to discuss and debate different worldviews in a safe and respectful environment. There 

may also be a role for youth work in supporting young people to discuss complex issues 

surrounding individual sexuality which may not be addressed at home. For instance, 

according to one of the migrant community leaders: 

A lot of what is going there are issues … to do with sexuality, and sexual 

identity that you’d find within the African community it’s a no-go area. 

People assume there are no gay people or … whatever … You cannot 

lead them … but you need to create space where the conversations can 

be had (Participant A, focus group 1).

Changes to youth work practice may also be required in order to accommodate the religi-

osity within many ethnic minority families. For example, our research found evidence of 

how one youth project within the Canal Communities area managed, after some difficul-

ties, to accommodate the needs of the Muslim children in relation to Halal food. 

With regard to young Muslim women specifically, the research indicates that youth work-

ers must find ways of accommodating the parental regulation which they may face, while 

avoiding stereotypes of young Muslim women as passive or without a voice (see McGarry, 

2012). It is also important not to create the impression that religious observance should or 

could inevitably exclude them from youth work. Up to 18 young girls from one Dublin 

mosque engaged with the CCRYS intercultural youth project during its lifetime. For two or 

three of these young people, their participation was confined to activities within the 

mosque. For most of the others, their participation was permitted in youth activities outside 

the mosque where relationships of trust had been established with those carrying them 

out and if one of the Muslim volunteers was also present. One of the CCRYS intercultural 

youth project workers expressed the view that with more time, they could have deepened 

the relationship of trust with Muslim parents and religious leaders to a point where more 

young women could access activities without the involvement of parents or adult mem-

bers of the Muslim community. This also underlines the importance of involving workers 

and volunteers from ethnic minority communities in youth work. 

In order to widen the participation of young Muslim women in youth work, however, the 

provision of youth work to gender-specific groups will have to be considered (see also 

McGarry, 2012; for an opposing perspective, see Cressey, 2006). Failure to offer a dedi-

cated space to young Muslim women will result in their exclusion. There is considerable 

precedent for gender-specific groups within youth work. These have been undertaken 

with members of the Traveller Community and in relation to matters such as sexual health 

(NYCI, 2012). Gender-specific youth work has long been regarded as a means of 

addressing the specific needs of young women and of mitigating young women’s margin-

alisation within youth work spaces (Hanbury, Lee and Batsleer, 2010). 

Finally, in highlighting this theme, we also suggest that, as practitioners, we avoid a binary 

understanding of the differences between Muslim and non-Muslim/Christian and 

non-Christian value systems and remember that religious and cultural communities are 

complex, heterogeneous and dynamic. As we have seen, differing interpretations of 

religious doctrine and cultural practices — such as the prohibition on ‘free-mixing’ (mixed 

activities between male and female) or attitudes to young women’s sporting activities 

—are evident among adherents of the same faith.

iv. Leadership and Civic/Political Participation

Many of our findings challenge stereotypes of young migrants as passively ‘in need’ of 

integration (see ní Laoire et al, 2011). This is particularly in evidence in the findings relat-

ing to young people’s leadership and desire to activate social change. While we cannot 

make any claims as to the typicality of these young people’s perspectives, such findings 

appear highly relevant to youth work given its central concern with enabling young 

people’s voice. Furthermore, it is significant that the young African women had self-organ-

ised as a group, with the support of the migrant women’s organisation and of CCRYS itself. 

This indicates a possible role for youth workers and other trusted allies in enabling young 

migrants’ self-organisation where such a need exists.  

v. Racism and Exclusion

Our research confirms the findings of previous research in relation to the prevalence of 

racism in young migrants’ lives (see also Gilligan et al, 2010; ní Laoire, 2011; Szlovák and 

Szewczyk, 2015). This theme has a number of important consequences for youth work.

 

Firstly, a meaningful youth work relationship may help young people to process their expe-

riences of racism, experiences which are multi-faceted and gendered. Secondly, critical, 

open, non-judgemental conversations of the type advocated by Thomas and Henri (2011) 

are crucial to supporting young people to address their racist views. Youth work’s capaci-

ty for creative, flexible approaches is relevant in this regard.  For example, one youth 

worker described her project’s use of ‘Theatre of the Oppressed’ methodology with young 

people as a means of initiating what Thomas (2002: 60) calls ‘conversations with a 

purpose’ in relation to matters of social injustice. Nonetheless, deeply held racist attitudes 

among some of the young people attending some youth services are clearly a problem to 

which there is no easy solution. Thomas and Henri (2011) who have worked with young 

white people within communities characterised by deep racial divisions in northern 

England have suggested that opportunities for cross-community interaction on a planned 

and sustained basis can make a difference here. Where young people cannot attend 

youth services due to fears of racism and personal safety or who ‘self-exclude’ in the 

manner described by some of our young participants, there is an imperative that alterna-

tive spaces for flexible, youth-centred support are identified and resourced. All these 

steps may depend on youth organisations building greater fluency around racism and 

diversity issues.

 vi. Barriers to Accessing Youth Work

In addition to the findings set out above, the research identified a number of barriers to the 

participation in youth work by young people from ethnic minorities. These relate to how 

youth work is often structured and resourced. 

Firstly, constraints associated with the geographical boundaries of youth organisation’s 

catchment areas were noted. It was suggested by the CCRYS intercultural youth project 

workers that many young people from ethnic minorities are congregating in spaces, such 

as their mosque, which are outside the areas in which they live. This means that they are 

less likely to access youth work services in the areas where they reside.  

Secondly and relatedly, the sort of outreach which is traditionally undertaken by youth 

services, for instance, through street work or in social housing estates, does not enable 

contact with young people who are congregating in different sorts of spaces, such as 

mosques. This can render them invisible to youth services.  

Thirdly, although we have mentioned matters of ethnic identity, the question of social class 

is also relevant to our study. Youth work in some areas has been built up over many years 

to respond to the needs of young people deemed ‘at risk’ due to their specific experiences 

of class-based exclusion and inequality.   Such youth services may use models of practice 

which are focused on the issues facing young people ‘at risk’ of involvement in addiction 

or crime. It was suggested that these issues may not be as relevant to many young people 

from ethnic minority communities. According to one youth worker for instance:  

Young people come here when their needs are not being met. Their risk 

level is very different. Drug use is quite serious here and young people 

quite young are getting involved in running and taking drugs, particularly 

smoking grass and I mean from 9, 10 years of age, very young. I don’t see 

Muslim children getting involved in that kind of activity. 

Finally, a shortage of resources placed significant pressure on youth organisations and 

undermined their capacity to keep the issue of intercultural youth work consistently on 

their agenda. According to one youth worker, for example:

We are down to the wire here and I’m really not just moaning saying that, 

we genuinely are. There’s a lot of stuff we’ve had to just drop because we 

just can’t manage it. And I’m really trying to be careful that people don’t 

do over their hours. Because you can get burned out very easily. 

Her colleague in another youth project expressed the view that

When things get very busy we revert to type. We go back to ... what we 

are supposed to do – all about those [young people] most at risk that 

present in that chaotic way … so it can be very easy to put [efforts to 

include ethnic minority young people] by the wayside … because there is 

so much [else to do] … You have to have that passion within you, you 

have to have that want within you [to do additional work to reach ethnic 

minority young people]. It’s not as if you’re going to have nothing [else] to 

do. So someone has to come and say – and from up high, our funders – 

that this is an issue, this is something that we want you to look at.

One of the CCRYS project workers expressed the view that:  

Youth projects, from what I can see, that engage with more diverse young 

people - in the sense of class - seem to find it easier to attract young 

people from ethnic minority communities … I think it might be linked to 

resources. Projects that are stripped to the bare bones [often] concen-

trate on firefighting with the most ‘at risk’ young people and this can 

create youth work spaces that are inaccessible or tough for minority 

ethnic young people. 

vii. The Potential of Youth Work 

Although we have highlighted barriers within youth work, our research also illuminated its 

relevance and the potential it offers for including young people from ethnic minority 

groups and for addressing some of their needs. Firstly, despite the constraints they faced, 

there was evidence of a ‘buy-in’ from youth services to the principle of inclusive youth 

work. According to one youth worker for example:

I was a very loud voice in team meetings that we don’t need to change 

any strategy [to include more young people from ethnic minorities], that 

young people are young people and the door is always open, it’s all about 

voluntary participation. If they want to come, we’ll sort it out then and 

integrate. I still have part of those views. But with [CCRYS intercultural 

youth project worker] arriving and some of the conversations with her … 

it just let me know that it’s just not that simple. In a way that was a bit of a 

cop-out … you have to make that effort. You have to make it appealing in 

some way, shape or form.

One of the youth projects in the area had succeeded in including young people from a 

range of ethnic minority backgrounds in mainstream youth work activities. Another project 

had not succeeded in attracting many teenagers from ethnic minority communities but it 

had a significant numbers of Muslim children in its homework club. She recalled:

[We] would always encourage in the homework clubs that parents would 

go along to trips and different things. So the Muslim women just took it up 

really quickly. I’ve often seen them bringing in food and everything to the 

homework clubs. Particularly in the summer project they were making 

sweets that they make and the kids were all loving them. And it was 

getting to a point last summer where the kids were putting orders in, 

saying ‘will you bring sweets to this trip?’ And it was all really nice. And it 

was a really nice way to integrate the kids in and the parents in, and I 

suppose to try and tackle the whole racism issue, but in a normal way. 

 

Secondly, youth work’s flexibility and its capacity to engage young people and foster 

cross-community interaction in creative ways also emerged. A youth worker recalled a 

project organised in collaboration with the CCRYS intercultural youth project:

The graffiti around Fatima… was a project that we did with two artists 

[who] came over from England. One was Muslim and one was 

English-Irish so we did graffiti on the pitch around there. It was basically 

of the flats and a butterfly emerging [to symbolise] the whole regeneration 

[process] because the Muslim symbols are very similar to the old Celtic 

symbols so that was put onto it as well. So that and the fact that one of the 

artists was Muslim, the young people were asking a lot of questions about 

stuff that they’re just curious about, that they don’t understand. And we 

[youth workers] were as well because there’s loads I obviously don’t know 

… And the young people, because they were able to talk to him and he 

4. Research Findings

was a graffiti artist, so he was cool and they were asking him loads of 

questions and he was very honest … So that was really good. 

Thirdly, youth work offers a means where young people can simply be ‘young’ without the 

label of ‘migrant’. For instance, one young person recalled her participation in Foróige’s 

‘Big Brother, Big Sister’ mentoring programme:

I loved [it] because there wasn’t really anything about me being from a 

migrant background. It was about me being a role model for another 

young person growing up in my school and stuff like that (Participant G, 

focus group 2).
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In what follows, we outline our findings with regard to our previously stated research aims. 

Our first section below, ‘Issues Experienced by Young People from Ethnic Minorities’, 
identifies five significant, intertwined themes. These are, firstly, the challenges young 

people face in navigating the multiple and sometimes conflicting forces which shape their 

sense of personal and social identity and which inform their sense of belonging; secondly, 

the impact on young people of parental and community expectations; thirdly, the signifi-

cance of religious observance and religious influences in young people’s lives; fourthly, 

opportunities for leadership and civic or political participation and fifthly, the ongoing 

reality of racism in young people’s lives.

 

The next section, ‘the Role of Youth Work’, considers the implications for youth work of 

these themes and provides an account of our findings with regard to youth work and the 

inclusion of young people from ethnic minorities. The subsequent section, ‘CCRYS Inter-
cultural Youth Project: What Lessons Can We Learn?’, focuses specifically on the 

experiences of the intercultural youth project within CCRYS. We analyse some of the key 

successes, challenges and complexities which the project and its partner organisations 

encountered during its lifetime and consider the implications of these for youth work. 

Our final section provides some brief conclusions to the study and offers recommenda-

tions for furthering youth work with young migrants based on the results of our study. 

4.1 Issues Experienced by Young People 
from Ethnic Minorities 
i.        Migration, Identity and Belonging 
Our research suggested that young people, particularly those who were born in Ireland or 

who arrived here as children, feel an affinity with more than one national or cultural identi-

ty. For instance, in their responses to a question on this matter on the questionnaire 

distributed prior to the focus groups, some of the young people described themselves in 

hyphenated terms such as ‘Irish-Congolese’, ‘Cameroonian-Irish’ or ‘Palestinian-Irish’. 

The research also indicated, however, that young people can face difficulties in navigat-

ing and expressing the different aspects of their ethnic and cultural identities. These 

difficulties manifested in a number of areas. Firstly, it was apparent that many young 

people do not identify with their ‘country of origin’ as strongly as their parents or older 

siblings. In a quotation which underscores the child-specific nature of the migration expe-

rience, one migrant community leader suggested that:

 

[Many] parents don’t seem to understand what migration is for their kids. 

Like for me, I can always say ‘I can go back to Zimbabwe’. But for [the 

young people], Zimbabwe … [is] not necessarily home. [In] Ireland … 

people meet them and say ‘go back to Africa’. But that’s not a reality for 

them. So because of colour of skin or even because of religion there’s an 

expectation that when you say ‘home’ you mean somewhere outside of 

Ireland or off the continent of Europe. And because parents have 

options [to go to another place they call ‘home’], they don’t seem to 

realise that their kids don’t have that option and nobody is talking about 

[this] (Participant A, focus group 1). 

The complex socialisation and sense of identity of second and ‘1.5’ generation young 

people meant that they sometimes have to negotiate differing expectations. A CCRYS 

project worker described the sorts of issues which she had discussed with young 

people: 

   

They were saying that … a lot of their parents want them to keep their 

culture but a lot of parents want them to assimilate and they will push 

them to do stuff. The young people keep saying that they [are] being 

pushed everywhere and in all directions and by everybody … A huge 

amount of pressure … And … [their] sense of Irishness, it seems really 

complex, really difficult, more so because there is no space given to 

them for support with it and no one is giving them that support

Secondly, young people recalled difficulties in ‘escaping’ particular labels or responses 

which made them feel ‘different’ at a time when they wished to blend in with their peers. 

According to one young person: 

I’ve been involved in mainstream youth work … when I was younger ... 

They had certain things that I was really interested in like a youth forum 

and a choir. So I felt listened to … But I think youth work sometimes is 

very constrained and for people maybe from a migrant background it 

might be harder. Because at this age when you’re young you’re trying to 

navigate your identity and when you go into a youth club — that’s your 

identity. You’re black. You’re from a migrant background. And it’s some-

thing that’s stamped on you and I think people might shy away from that 

a little bit. I went through that as well. Because first of all I have interests 

but when you go there they’re like ‘oh where are you from?’ All these ques-

tions and you’re not really sure where you stand as well in your identity as 

yourself (Participant I, focus group 2). 

Relatedly, although some participants felt that culturally-related events to promote interac-

tion among young people were of value, the efficacy of once-off ‘intercultural’ days based 

on superficial markers of culture was questioned. One migrant community leader noted:

 

We were talking … to some kids, they were saying that some schools do 

… cultural days … and they say ‘you bring whatever from your country’, 

and they [the young people] were saying they don’t like it because it 

means they are on the platform, they are being showcased ... this is the 

show and everyone has to pay attention to them (Participant A, focus 

group 1). 

Finally, despite the desire to minimise their ethnic or cultural differences, paradoxically 

perhaps, the need for young people to find a ‘voice’ and a space with other young people 

to discuss and process those very factors which render them different was identified. 

Another migrant leader noted that:

I was born in [North Africa] and I grew up in [Europe] and … the pressure 

you are talking about, the parents, the community … Like each individual 

experiences it in a different way and they have a different way to go 

through it and manage it. But … there’s a conflict around them [young 

people] and a conflict in them. So I know how they feel and I know when 

they are given a voice, they can get to the next step (Participant C, focus 

group 1).

One of the young participants described some of the reasons for her participation in a 

self-organised young women’s group: 

If you ask many of us now compared to our parents’ mindset it’s going to 

be totally changing [different] from their mindsets so [participating in this 

group], it’s this thing of ‘we have a common ground’. Because here we 

are caught in two positions – we’ve come to this new society where they 

have their own way of going; our parents have their own way of going at 

home. Where does the balance step in? Do I have people who under-

stand that balance in my head? (Participant G, focus group 2). 

ii. Parental and Community Regulation

A second, interrelated topic to emerge from the data was the impact on young people of 

intergenerational differences with regard to matters such as appropriate behaviour or 

cultural norms. Young people often had to deal with differences between the expectations 

of their parents or communities and those of their peers and the wider ‘Irish’ community. 

For instance, culturally specific understandings of young people’s personal autonomy 

were apparent. During discussions with the young African women, the matter of parental 

discipline was discussed. One participant argued that:

 

Our parents have a different mindset. … Because if I want to … maybe … 

blend in with the real [sic] kids who grew up here, their parents let them 

go out at 14 until 10pm, at 15 until 11pm, all the parties. And my parents 

are like ‘you better be home at 7’ (Participant J, focus group 2). 

She added that: 

I know African people have many different cultures, but I think one thing 

that we have in common is our parents – there’s some kind of discipline 

that runs around Africa. I don’t know how, why, but it’s present in nearly 

every country

There was a gendered dimension to the theme of young people’s autonomy, though 

young women’s sense of agency also emerged strongly from the data. Another partici-

pant suggested that: 

Even in our own families how we’re treated because we’re girls to our 

brothers is totally different, and how sometimes -  I’m talking from my own 

experience here – as if I had an older brother, he probably would have 

been allowed out and about and been involved in a lot of things more than 

I would I feel. Unfortunately my parents are unlucky they got a girl that is 

kind of like a boy – so I didn’t really need that permission, I just went for it 

(Participant G, focus group 2). 

While limitations on young people’s autonomy appears to stem from particular cultural 

and religious attitudes towards matters such as gender, parenting and childhood, they 

are also partly attributable to parental fears for their children’s safety in a context of signifi-

cant levels of societal racism – a theme we address in more detail below. For example, the 

parent whom we interviewed noted that: 

[My daughter] has said to me ‘Mum, I want to go in a protest’. I’m saying 

‘no you’re not going’. Because in the protest things can go wrong and 

you’ve put yourself in danger. So you have to protect yourself. There is 

other ways of protesting — whether it’s writing or voicing — but don’t go 

there and be screaming and shouting. People have different kinds of 

banners on them … So you have to choose carefully in what you partici-

pate in and don’t participate in. We are still a minority here and it’s very 

easy for people to attack us. So I am very, very cautious.

She recalled the responses of some of her daughter’s friends upon hearing that she was 

allowed to travel alone on the bus:

 

[My daughter] was talking to some of the Muslim girls, and they were like 

'Your parents let you get the bus? Aren't you scared? They let you? That's 

so dangerous!' But this is what they have been told.  It's unsafe for you to 

be outside.

It was also noted that young women can face pressures from their wider communities with 

regard to expectations of appropriate behaviour. In reference to the young Muslim women 

she worked with, one of the CCRYS project workers noted that:

[Many people in their community have] an opinion about them and are 

very vocal about it. They have women who aren’t related to them but are 

‘aunties’ telling them that they shouldn’t have Facebook [etc.] … and 

others are saying ‘no it’s fine’.

A group of young Muslim women became enthusiastic members of a football club for girls. 

While their participation was supported by their parents, it was also met with some nega-

tive responses from other community members. According to the same project worker:

 

Stuff … comes up for the girls [who are] playing soccer in the hijab … 

There is a bit of a backlash from some people in the community saying 

'this isn't for Muslims'. So they're pushing in a particular direction. But 

there's a huge amount of pressure put on them which says, 'Ok, if you 

want to play football, you have to be a perfect Muslim. You don't give them 

[some members of the community] anything that they can throw at you'. 

So they're carrying this responsibility. They're pushing forward and they're 

groundbreakers. But they're not allowed to make mistakes like other 

young people do as the … community is watching them. 

 

While parental and community regulation can constrain the activities of some young 

Muslims, there is also clear evidence of a diversity of perspectives among migrant 

parents and leaders. While careful not to expose their children to harm, the parent and 

leader whom we interviewed both acted as positive role models for the young women in 

their care and were anxious that they had as many opportunities for social interaction and 

personal development as possible. As the parent explained with regard to youth work:

It … empower[s] the girls with tools that they could actually bring to their 

future life … [My daughter] understands more about youth work and 

participating and voicing and how … to do a campaign ... This is some-

thing that was alien to me and it was alien to her as well. When she came 

last night [from the CCRYS leadership training] she said ‘that was really 

intense. I don’t know if I took anything in.’ But she did, you know? From 

talking to her, she had [taken it in] … And this is something I would like 

my daughter or my children to carry on with. 

iii.  Religious Beliefs and Observance 

Religious faith and practice were central features in the lives of many of the young partici-

pants in this study. Three key findings were noted with regard to this. Firstly, religion is a 

key source of support and strength in their lives. The following comment from one young 

person exemplified this view:

Church … again comes down to this idea of community. You are sharing 

something in common, you’re supporting each other’s faith as well and 

also I think the support does not just come from the people but from your 

belief itself. Because I believe in God and I get my strength from knowing 

that he is going to help me (Participant G, focus group 2). 

Secondly, the research found that young people are often located at the intersection of 

different value systems and that their religious backgrounds played a key role in this. It 

was suggested that negotiating these different value systems created tensions and pres-

sures in the young people’s lives. For example, the focus group with community and 

religious leaders occurred shortly after the 2015 Marriage Equality referendum in Ireland. 

It was pointed out by the participants that many people in their communities that were 

affiliated with African Pentecostal Churches were opposed to civil marriage for gay and 

lesbian people. The Methodist minister, for instance, noted that those among the second 

generation that supported a ‘no’ vote were reproached by their peers while those that 

advocated a ‘yes’ faced recrimination from their family or community. He added:

The school [is] educating the child for 20 hours a week. But any good 

African Pentecostal Church, you’re going to have a very high level of 

involvement with it. So there’s this double value formation … [At] my 

school, all the kids did a ‘vote yes’ thing and then in the evening you go to 

a prayer meeting, and it’s ‘vote no’. And it’s the … youth that are … having 

to negotiate [that] (Participant D, focus group 1) 

One of the CCRYS project workers noted the ‘conflictual messages’ which the young 

people were receiving: 

I remember that came out from [one young person during the leadership 

training we did] when she was talking about one of the challenges … 

about becoming an activist and getting projects off the ground. She 

named religious conservatism. But she constantly talks about different 

issues, about LGBT rights and I thought 'this is mad.' She’s probably hear-

ing all of these things [LGBT rights etc.] in school … and then she's prob-

ably hearing other things in other spaces. 

A third finding to emerge in relation to religious observance was its implications for partici-

pation in youth work. One of our focus group participants had established a girls’ group 

within her mosque. However, some other community members were fearful of her efforts 

to introduce structured youth activities. Their objections appeared to centre on a fear that 

involvement in youth activities might dilute or detract from the young people’s understand-

ing and practice of Islam. According to a parent of one of the girls:

[The young people] all want activities, they all want activities. But [some 

of] the older women – the mothers maybe - have objections. It’s a conflict 

of culture … between generations … [The young people are] going to 

non-Muslim schools. You know your environment influences you. And 

they’re still young as well you have to remember. They’re not fully under-

standing Islam … The older generations understand Islam better. And 

there’s kind of a conflict there. 

She mentioned that anyone working with Muslim youth would need to be very aware of ‘the 

needs of the Muslim child’, including, for instance, the prohibition of ‘free-mixing’, that is, 

socialising between young men and women. She further noted that the presence of youth 

workers from the Muslim religion would be of great benefit in allaying parental and com-

munity fears.

iv.  Leadership and Civic/Political Participation 

The research found that some of the young women wished to be involved in issue-based 

work. This was particularly apparent among the young African women who were already 

affiliated with a migrant women’s rights organisation. As one of them said, ‘we’re literally 

dying of ideas to improve our community or improve the nation.’ The young women’s 

responses reflected their concern with migrant-specific inequalities.

According to one participant:

We are migrant women in this country and we — I believe almost half of 

us here —have gone through … a bit of discrimination here and there, 

racism here and there and obviously it wouldn’t be an easy task changing 

that, but it would be great seeing us improving on that (Participant F, 

focus group 2). 

However, they also expressed a desire to be involved in issues affecting young people in 

Ireland generally. For example, when discussing her perceptions of the Irish education 

system, another participant noted that: 

[M]any [young] people feel like ‘I can’t get in [to college] anyways and I’m 

not going to strive for it.’ … Even the Irish kids themselves, they end up at 

a place of ‘I can just get a FETAC [course] and get a work’ and … it’s 

really not good, it limits the mind … So I would definitely change the 

educational system to such a way that it can accommodate everybody in 

their different ways to strive for a better education, a better future 

because at the end of the day it brings out a better country (Participant J, 

focus group 2). 

Some of the participants demonstrated significant potential for youth leadership. One 

young person recalled how: 

We were sitting in Stephen’s Green yesterday after [a] … conference 

talking about different issues and it was so empowering and so motivat-

ing … We talked about real issues that were happening and they got to a 

point of even coming up with solutions and making connections between 

different things (Participant I, focus group 2). 

The potential for leadership and an interest in issues facing young people among migrant 

young people was also evident during discussions at the youth leadership training deliv-

ered by the CCRYS intercultural youth project. The participants in this training were from 

a range of ethnic minority backgrounds. One of the CCRYS project workers noted:

LGBT stuff came out during the training mainly through the Muslim girls 

that wear the veil. They were actually really, really concerned that their 

LGBT peers wouldn't be supported. It was really Interesting. All of them 

mentioned LGBT as an issue that they felt really strongly about

 v. Racism and Exclusion 

A key issue to emerge from across the all interviews and focus groups was the degree to 

which racism had become a ‘normal’ feature of young people’s lives. The research also 

found that, while friendships with young ‘Irish’ people had been formed, young people 

also experienced exclusion among their peers. 

Participants discussed misrepresentations of and racist attitudes towards both Muslims 

and black Africans. These had a significant impact on the young people whose respons-

es ranged from frustration to a deep sense of hurt. Some participants were frustrated by 

ignorance, misinformation or generalisations about Africa. According to one young 

person: 

I’ve lived in Africa. It’s not just bushes and forests and everything. Things 

happen in Africa. Beautiful things. But then again the way the Irish people 

ask is from the perception that they’ve been given. ‘Oh it’s just poverty. 

The people there are just struggling.’ All this kind of stuff. And they 

wouldn’t really know our cultures and the way we act to certain things 

(Participant K, focus group 2).

Another young person who had migrated to Ireland as a young adult recalled a conversa-

tion she had had with her younger brother who was born in Ireland. 

When I came to this country, my little brother asked me a question … ‘Do 

you sleep on a bed in Africa?’ And I said ‘hold on little brother. Why do 

you ask this question?’ And he was like ‘because our teacher was talking 

to us about Africa and he was saying literally that in Africa most people 

live in the bush, they don’t sleep on beds, they don’t have telly … like 

they’re struggling in Africa.’ And I said to him ‘Baby, when you go to 

school tomorrow, you tell teacher Africans are humans. They have a bed, 

they have telly’ (Participant F, focus group 2)

The following quotation from one young person typified the view among the Muslim girls 

that they were constantly judged on the basis of crimes committed in the name of Islam:

 

Sometimes, in the news they judge a whole community based on 10 

people and … that’s why people mostly when they see Muslims they think 

… ‘these people don’t give education to girls, they’re just bad, they do 

bombs, and 9/11 and stuff.’ They don’t think about the other good stuff we 

do (Participant P, focus group 3). 

Similarly, her friend commented that:

If they said something in the news that’s bad about Muslims, it does not 

mean I’m one of them. Maybe I’ve got other thinking. Maybe … they’re 

thinking they want to kill people, I’m not like that ... Islam is all about 

peace and loving people (Participant M, focus group 3).

Experiences of racism emerged too in the accounts of the young African women. One 

participant described the emotional and exclusionary effects of racist discourses about 

black Africans: 

Because most people think you just came from Africa and then started 

taking things from us, benefits, job-wise and other stuff. So I feel like a 

gold-digger (Participant F, focus group 2). 

In a similar vein, another young person noted:

Even sometimes I’m scared to go into ... the social welfare offices 

because I see all these eyes around me. I can’t wait to finish college and 

get myself a job so I don’t have to go back in there. It’s so scary. You go 

in there and you feel like ’oh my days, they’re all looking at me.’ I feel like 

I shouldn’t be here (Participant K, focus group 2).

The wounding effects of online racism and its consequences for migrants’ participation 

and sense of belonging in Irish society were also mentioned by a number of research 

participants. For one young person:

I feel if I read stuff in the media, if someone writes an article about 

migrants or stuff like that, the kind of comments from people - literally 

when I read them I feel, well these are people, this is society, that’s what 

they’re saying about migrants in the country. And when you read them, 

they are really, really horrible. It feels like ‘I should just hide in my room. I 

shouldn’t come out’… They smile but just pretending, but not letting some-

one fully in. Because what they write in the media and stuff like that isn’t 

really good, isn’t positive about migrants (Participant K, focus group 2).

In addition to general racist attitudes, participants also noted instances of bullying or 

exclusion by their peers which they believed were related to their Muslim identity, though 

it is important to emphasise that some participants also spoke of their Irish classmates 

being their ‘bestos’ [best friends]. One of them recalled:

Like in my class on the first day, one of the girls she didn’t really like me 

because I was wearing a scarf but then even like when I was writing with 

a pencil, I asked her did she want to write with it, and she was like ‘no, I 

won’t touch that’. And I was like ‘ok that’s your decision. What are you 

going to write with?’ And then in the school years, we’re actually like best 

pals now, literally. She just like knows me now. She just thought I was bad 

or something (Participant P, focus group 3). 

Another participant said:

Well I get bullied because I’m Muslim and I still do … I told my teacher 

and then she apologised to me and then she’s really nice to me. But then 

these girls these days, they’re not that nice to me. I’m actually not really 

sure why they’re not nice to me maybe because of the colour of my skin 

or something. But they like everybody else in the class and they don’t like 

me mostly. When people have birthday parties, this girl she had a birth-

day party and she invited the whole class except me (Participant Q, focus 

group 3). 

A further manifestation of racism and exclusion highlighted in the research were the phys-

ical threats or racist encounters from strangers in public experienced by some of the 

young people. These encounters took a highly gendered form particularly as they related 

to stereotypes about black women’s sexuality. One young person recalled:

On the buses I’ve had experience where these guys are like ‘come marry 

me, I’ll give you a green card’ and all this … And older guys as well …on 

the streets sometimes. I don’t think they would say the same thing to a 

young Irish person … I look like a kid! I could have been any age, coming 

up to you and being like ‘Hey, do you want to sleep with me tonight?’, like 

propositioning you … I’ve had a friend who was asked if she’s a prostitute 

(Participant I, focus group 2). 

A fellow participant responded that this had happened to her also: 

I was just innocently standing at a bus stop and someone said ‘do you 

want to come with me?’ I said ‘where?’ ‘I will pay you good’. I mean I really 

felt like ‘what do you take me for? You really think I’m just standing here 

waiting for you to ask me if you will pay me well’ (Participant H, focus 

group 2). 

The threat to young people’s safety and bodily integrity as a consequence of racism was 

also named by the CCRYS project workers. This, it was felt, had implications for youth 

work: 

When we did the training with the young people ... the sense that I got 

was they really, really want to get involved in stuff but there's an issue of 

safety. Really they don't feel safe in a lot of the spaces that are offered for 

them. In terms of the youth services, geographically again, we're talking 

about youth projects that are in areas that are pretty difficult, so the 

services that can provide a service to these young people or that are 

equipped to do it are not in areas that actually are safe enough for these 

young people to access. 

According to her colleague:

If you unpack the issues that young women are coming up against, 

there's mad stuff all together. If you're talking about the young women in 

the [mosque] ... if you can get to a conversation of their experience of 

living in the area, or areas like it, lots of stuff is coming up around how safe 

they feel on the streets, around … racist incidents, getting their hijabs 

pulled off them, being spat at, all that kind of stuff. It's so normalised, it's 

mad, crazy, you know? And not having a space to process that and just 

that sense of 'that's just the way it is.’

The parent of a young Muslim girl noted that: 

There is a lot of Islamaphobia going around at the moment. I do fear 

where I send my kids. I have to have different nationalities in that group to 

feel that my kids are going to be safe. If it’s just an all-Irish place, I’m not 

comfortable … I’m not comfortable, because they will always come back 

and say ‘So-and-so said this. So-and-so said that’ … I mean I’m not 

saying I want every single box to be ticked, even if it was just [a] multi-cul-

tural [group], I would be quite happy. 

Her responses also highlighted how her daughter’s agency and ‘voice’ were constrained 

by macro social policy concerning Muslims beyond Ireland, in this case the so-called 

‘Preventing Violent Extremism’   agenda in the UK. She explained that she liked to give her 

daughter the tools to respond to misrepresentations of Islam by teachers or peers. Howev-

er, she also cautioned her daughter to ‘be careful what you say [at school]’: 

Because she’s very voiceful. She gives her opinion. I’m also fearful at the 

moment of what’s happening in the UK. The government is asking 

schools to keep an eye on students to see who is extremist, and they 

should be reported and everything. I say to her ‘you have to be careful’. I 

don’t know what the agenda is here.

Finally, young people’s strategies for coping with racism or exclusion were mentioned. 

Both CCRYS workers noted that humour was one way in which young people managed 

their experiences of racism. For instance, young Muslims might humorously take on a 

stereotype as a means of satirising and coping with the association between Islam and 

terrorism:

I see [this use of humour by] young people in lots of different ways. It’s 

putting [the stereotype] out there and [saying] ‘I’ll get there before you do, 

you know?’ ‘This is who I am. And I know what you think. And [I] can laugh 

at it.’

It was further suggested that young people might ‘self-exclude’ from mainstream youth 

work or other related ‘white’ spaces in search of better ways of processing their experienc-

es. According to one young person: 

When you see [how] … the media [represent us] … [and]  all the experi-

ences that we’ve had, and you think about going to a predominantly white 

youth centre … with all that baggage, it’s kind of almost easier not to and 

to maybe self-organise … Because all of these things have an effect on 

you. So maybe you think forming a group that’s not [already] there, that’s 

with people who have shared experiences would be easier and more 

helpful (Participant I, focus group 2). 

4.2 The Role of Youth Work
In this section, we consider in turn the implications for youth work of each of the themes 

addressed in the preceding section with reference to relevant literature. We then discuss 

research findings which related specifically to youth work, highlighting its potential but 

also the ongoing challenges which remain with regard to the participation of young people 

from ethnic minority groups.  

i. Migration, Identity and Belonging

Our findings indicate that youth workers working with young people from ethnic minority 

groups may need to be aware of how issues pertaining to their personal and social identity 

affect their sense of belonging and wellbeing. The potential role of youth work in this 

regard was summed up by one of the CCRYS project workers: 

We have a whole generation of young people who are trying to negotiate 

what it feels to be both Muslim and Irish, both black and Irish and I see 

them struggling with this stuff. So that's one side of it. But I also see them 

have all the other stuff that happens to young people – having to deal with 

relationships and broken hearts and having trouble with school and 

clashing with their friends and stuff on the internet and getting into 

trouble. So you have all that … stuff of being a teenager … and then they 

have this extra layer of stuff … For me that's where youth work comes in. 

[It] makes space for young people to make sense of their own social 

reality and help them negotiate this. 

The findings also suggest that youth workers must walk a fine line between offering 

support where necessary while avoiding a situation where young people may feel inap-

propriately singled out (see also ní Laoire, et al, 2011). This work must take place in 

spaces where young people feel safe. Some of the findings - for instance, the comment 

by participant I above -indicate that this may need to happen in identity-specific groups 

or in groups comprising young people with shared exposure to or experience of the 

issue(s) in question. This is in keeping with commonly-held youth work values and 

approaches which are concerned with developing flexible responses to the particular 

needs of young people as they arise. 

ii. Parental and Community Regulation

While all young people face constraints on their personal autonomy, our research found 

evidence that young people from ethnic minorities may be subjected to greater parental 

regulation and community expectation than their ‘Irish’ peers. This suggests that youth 

work may have a role in providing a space for young people to process the sometimes 

conflicting expectations which they may face. It also raises challenges for how the princi-

ple of self-determination — that is ‘the non-directive enabling of young people to make 

decisions and choices in their lives’ (Imam and Bowler, 2010: 144)  — has traditionally 

been understood within youth work practice. For example, some parental involvement in 

activity choices may have to be countenanced in order to facilitate inclusion. 

This theme underscores the advice of previous strategies and guides for intercultural 

youth work (Lynam, 2009; NYCI/Youthnet, 2012) which emphasised that youth workers 

may need to purposively and patiently spend time building up the trust and buy-in of 

parents, guardians and community leaders. It also suggests that youth workers may need 

to be aware of the greater restrictions placed on some young migrants’ free time when 

planning the timing and location of activities.  

iii. Religious Beliefs and Observance

The centrality of religious faith in many young people’s lives carries with it a number of 

implications for youth work. Firstly, it suggests that practitioners need to increase their 

religious literacy. Indeed, there is some evidence of nascent efforts by youth workers to 

achieve this. One youth worker interviewed for the research noted that workers in her 

project who were working with Muslim children and parents in their homework club were 

‘trying to educate themselves [about different religions], so they’ve gotten books that are 

child-friendly around religion.’ 

With regard to young people’s location at the interface between conflicting value systems, 

the findings imply that youth workers may have a role to play in supporting young people 

to discuss and debate different worldviews in a safe and respectful environment. There 

may also be a role for youth work in supporting young people to discuss complex issues 

surrounding individual sexuality which may not be addressed at home. For instance, 

according to one of the migrant community leaders: 

A lot of what is going there are issues … to do with sexuality, and sexual 

identity that you’d find within the African community it’s a no-go area. 

People assume there are no gay people or … whatever … You cannot 

lead them … but you need to create space where the conversations can 

be had (Participant A, focus group 1).

Changes to youth work practice may also be required in order to accommodate the religi-

osity within many ethnic minority families. For example, our research found evidence of 

how one youth project within the Canal Communities area managed, after some difficul-

ties, to accommodate the needs of the Muslim children in relation to Halal food. 

With regard to young Muslim women specifically, the research indicates that youth work-

ers must find ways of accommodating the parental regulation which they may face, while 

avoiding stereotypes of young Muslim women as passive or without a voice (see McGarry, 

2012). It is also important not to create the impression that religious observance should or 

could inevitably exclude them from youth work. Up to 18 young girls from one Dublin 

mosque engaged with the CCRYS intercultural youth project during its lifetime. For two or 

three of these young people, their participation was confined to activities within the 

mosque. For most of the others, their participation was permitted in youth activities outside 

the mosque where relationships of trust had been established with those carrying them 

out and if one of the Muslim volunteers was also present. One of the CCRYS intercultural 

youth project workers expressed the view that with more time, they could have deepened 

the relationship of trust with Muslim parents and religious leaders to a point where more 

young women could access activities without the involvement of parents or adult mem-

bers of the Muslim community. This also underlines the importance of involving workers 

and volunteers from ethnic minority communities in youth work. 

In order to widen the participation of young Muslim women in youth work, however, the 

provision of youth work to gender-specific groups will have to be considered (see also 

McGarry, 2012; for an opposing perspective, see Cressey, 2006). Failure to offer a dedi-

cated space to young Muslim women will result in their exclusion. There is considerable 

precedent for gender-specific groups within youth work. These have been undertaken 

with members of the Traveller Community and in relation to matters such as sexual health 

(NYCI, 2012). Gender-specific youth work has long been regarded as a means of 

addressing the specific needs of young women and of mitigating young women’s margin-

alisation within youth work spaces (Hanbury, Lee and Batsleer, 2010). 

Finally, in highlighting this theme, we also suggest that, as practitioners, we avoid a binary 

understanding of the differences between Muslim and non-Muslim/Christian and 

non-Christian value systems and remember that religious and cultural communities are 

complex, heterogeneous and dynamic. As we have seen, differing interpretations of 

religious doctrine and cultural practices — such as the prohibition on ‘free-mixing’ (mixed 

activities between male and female) or attitudes to young women’s sporting activities 

—are evident among adherents of the same faith.

iv. Leadership and Civic/Political Participation

Many of our findings challenge stereotypes of young migrants as passively ‘in need’ of 

integration (see ní Laoire et al, 2011). This is particularly in evidence in the findings relat-

ing to young people’s leadership and desire to activate social change. While we cannot 

make any claims as to the typicality of these young people’s perspectives, such findings 

appear highly relevant to youth work given its central concern with enabling young 

people’s voice. Furthermore, it is significant that the young African women had self-organ-

ised as a group, with the support of the migrant women’s organisation and of CCRYS itself. 

This indicates a possible role for youth workers and other trusted allies in enabling young 

migrants’ self-organisation where such a need exists.  

v. Racism and Exclusion

Our research confirms the findings of previous research in relation to the prevalence of 

racism in young migrants’ lives (see also Gilligan et al, 2010; ní Laoire, 2011; Szlovák and 

Szewczyk, 2015). This theme has a number of important consequences for youth work.

 

Firstly, a meaningful youth work relationship may help young people to process their expe-

riences of racism, experiences which are multi-faceted and gendered. Secondly, critical, 

open, non-judgemental conversations of the type advocated by Thomas and Henri (2011) 

are crucial to supporting young people to address their racist views. Youth work’s capaci-

ty for creative, flexible approaches is relevant in this regard.  For example, one youth 

worker described her project’s use of ‘Theatre of the Oppressed’ methodology with young 

people as a means of initiating what Thomas (2002: 60) calls ‘conversations with a 

purpose’ in relation to matters of social injustice. Nonetheless, deeply held racist attitudes 

among some of the young people attending some youth services are clearly a problem to 

which there is no easy solution. Thomas and Henri (2011) who have worked with young 

white people within communities characterised by deep racial divisions in northern 

England have suggested that opportunities for cross-community interaction on a planned 

and sustained basis can make a difference here. Where young people cannot attend 

youth services due to fears of racism and personal safety or who ‘self-exclude’ in the 

manner described by some of our young participants, there is an imperative that alterna-

tive spaces for flexible, youth-centred support are identified and resourced. All these 

steps may depend on youth organisations building greater fluency around racism and 

diversity issues.

 vi. Barriers to Accessing Youth Work

In addition to the findings set out above, the research identified a number of barriers to the 

participation in youth work by young people from ethnic minorities. These relate to how 

youth work is often structured and resourced. 

Firstly, constraints associated with the geographical boundaries of youth organisation’s 

catchment areas were noted. It was suggested by the CCRYS intercultural youth project 

workers that many young people from ethnic minorities are congregating in spaces, such 

as their mosque, which are outside the areas in which they live. This means that they are 

less likely to access youth work services in the areas where they reside.  

Secondly and relatedly, the sort of outreach which is traditionally undertaken by youth 

services, for instance, through street work or in social housing estates, does not enable 

contact with young people who are congregating in different sorts of spaces, such as 

mosques. This can render them invisible to youth services.  

Thirdly, although we have mentioned matters of ethnic identity, the question of social class 

is also relevant to our study. Youth work in some areas has been built up over many years 

to respond to the needs of young people deemed ‘at risk’ due to their specific experiences 

of class-based exclusion and inequality.   Such youth services may use models of practice 

which are focused on the issues facing young people ‘at risk’ of involvement in addiction 

or crime. It was suggested that these issues may not be as relevant to many young people 

from ethnic minority communities. According to one youth worker for instance:  

Young people come here when their needs are not being met. Their risk 

level is very different. Drug use is quite serious here and young people 

quite young are getting involved in running and taking drugs, particularly 

smoking grass and I mean from 9, 10 years of age, very young. I don’t see 

Muslim children getting involved in that kind of activity. 

Finally, a shortage of resources placed significant pressure on youth organisations and 

undermined their capacity to keep the issue of intercultural youth work consistently on 

their agenda. According to one youth worker, for example:

We are down to the wire here and I’m really not just moaning saying that, 

we genuinely are. There’s a lot of stuff we’ve had to just drop because we 

just can’t manage it. And I’m really trying to be careful that people don’t 

do over their hours. Because you can get burned out very easily. 

Her colleague in another youth project expressed the view that

When things get very busy we revert to type. We go back to ... what we 

are supposed to do – all about those [young people] most at risk that 

present in that chaotic way … so it can be very easy to put [efforts to 

include ethnic minority young people] by the wayside … because there is 

so much [else to do] … You have to have that passion within you, you 

have to have that want within you [to do additional work to reach ethnic 

minority young people]. It’s not as if you’re going to have nothing [else] to 

do. So someone has to come and say – and from up high, our funders – 

that this is an issue, this is something that we want you to look at.

One of the CCRYS project workers expressed the view that:  

Youth projects, from what I can see, that engage with more diverse young 

people - in the sense of class - seem to find it easier to attract young 

people from ethnic minority communities … I think it might be linked to 

resources. Projects that are stripped to the bare bones [often] concen-

trate on firefighting with the most ‘at risk’ young people and this can 

create youth work spaces that are inaccessible or tough for minority 

ethnic young people. 

vii. The Potential of Youth Work 

Although we have highlighted barriers within youth work, our research also illuminated its 

relevance and the potential it offers for including young people from ethnic minority 

groups and for addressing some of their needs. Firstly, despite the constraints they faced, 

there was evidence of a ‘buy-in’ from youth services to the principle of inclusive youth 

work. According to one youth worker for example:

I was a very loud voice in team meetings that we don’t need to change 

any strategy [to include more young people from ethnic minorities], that 

young people are young people and the door is always open, it’s all about 

voluntary participation. If they want to come, we’ll sort it out then and 

integrate. I still have part of those views. But with [CCRYS intercultural 

youth project worker] arriving and some of the conversations with her … 

it just let me know that it’s just not that simple. In a way that was a bit of a 

cop-out … you have to make that effort. You have to make it appealing in 

some way, shape or form.

One of the youth projects in the area had succeeded in including young people from a 

range of ethnic minority backgrounds in mainstream youth work activities. Another project 

had not succeeded in attracting many teenagers from ethnic minority communities but it 

had a significant numbers of Muslim children in its homework club. She recalled:

[We] would always encourage in the homework clubs that parents would 

go along to trips and different things. So the Muslim women just took it up 

really quickly. I’ve often seen them bringing in food and everything to the 

homework clubs. Particularly in the summer project they were making 

sweets that they make and the kids were all loving them. And it was 

getting to a point last summer where the kids were putting orders in, 

saying ‘will you bring sweets to this trip?’ And it was all really nice. And it 

was a really nice way to integrate the kids in and the parents in, and I 

suppose to try and tackle the whole racism issue, but in a normal way. 

 

Secondly, youth work’s flexibility and its capacity to engage young people and foster 

cross-community interaction in creative ways also emerged. A youth worker recalled a 

project organised in collaboration with the CCRYS intercultural youth project:

The graffiti around Fatima… was a project that we did with two artists 

[who] came over from England. One was Muslim and one was 

English-Irish so we did graffiti on the pitch around there. It was basically 

of the flats and a butterfly emerging [to symbolise] the whole regeneration 

[process] because the Muslim symbols are very similar to the old Celtic 

symbols so that was put onto it as well. So that and the fact that one of the 

artists was Muslim, the young people were asking a lot of questions about 

stuff that they’re just curious about, that they don’t understand. And we 

[youth workers] were as well because there’s loads I obviously don’t know 

… And the young people, because they were able to talk to him and he 

they [are] being pushed everywhere and in all 
directions and by everybody … 

was a graffiti artist, so he was cool and they were asking him loads of 

questions and he was very honest … So that was really good. 

Thirdly, youth work offers a means where young people can simply be ‘young’ without the 

label of ‘migrant’. For instance, one young person recalled her participation in Foróige’s 

‘Big Brother, Big Sister’ mentoring programme:

I loved [it] because there wasn’t really anything about me being from a 

migrant background. It was about me being a role model for another 

young person growing up in my school and stuff like that (Participant G, 

focus group 2).
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In what follows, we outline our findings with regard to our previously stated research aims. 

Our first section below, ‘Issues Experienced by Young People from Ethnic Minorities’, 
identifies five significant, intertwined themes. These are, firstly, the challenges young 

people face in navigating the multiple and sometimes conflicting forces which shape their 

sense of personal and social identity and which inform their sense of belonging; secondly, 

the impact on young people of parental and community expectations; thirdly, the signifi-

cance of religious observance and religious influences in young people’s lives; fourthly, 

opportunities for leadership and civic or political participation and fifthly, the ongoing 

reality of racism in young people’s lives.

 

The next section, ‘the Role of Youth Work’, considers the implications for youth work of 

these themes and provides an account of our findings with regard to youth work and the 

inclusion of young people from ethnic minorities. The subsequent section, ‘CCRYS Inter-
cultural Youth Project: What Lessons Can We Learn?’, focuses specifically on the 

experiences of the intercultural youth project within CCRYS. We analyse some of the key 

successes, challenges and complexities which the project and its partner organisations 

encountered during its lifetime and consider the implications of these for youth work. 

Our final section provides some brief conclusions to the study and offers recommenda-

tions for furthering youth work with young migrants based on the results of our study. 

4.1 Issues Experienced by Young People 
from Ethnic Minorities 
i.        Migration, Identity and Belonging 
Our research suggested that young people, particularly those who were born in Ireland or 

who arrived here as children, feel an affinity with more than one national or cultural identi-

ty. For instance, in their responses to a question on this matter on the questionnaire 

distributed prior to the focus groups, some of the young people described themselves in 

hyphenated terms such as ‘Irish-Congolese’, ‘Cameroonian-Irish’ or ‘Palestinian-Irish’. 

The research also indicated, however, that young people can face difficulties in navigat-

ing and expressing the different aspects of their ethnic and cultural identities. These 

difficulties manifested in a number of areas. Firstly, it was apparent that many young 

people do not identify with their ‘country of origin’ as strongly as their parents or older 

siblings. In a quotation which underscores the child-specific nature of the migration expe-

rience, one migrant community leader suggested that:

 

[Many] parents don’t seem to understand what migration is for their kids. 

Like for me, I can always say ‘I can go back to Zimbabwe’. But for [the 

young people], Zimbabwe … [is] not necessarily home. [In] Ireland … 

people meet them and say ‘go back to Africa’. But that’s not a reality for 

them. So because of colour of skin or even because of religion there’s an 

expectation that when you say ‘home’ you mean somewhere outside of 

Ireland or off the continent of Europe. And because parents have 

options [to go to another place they call ‘home’], they don’t seem to 

realise that their kids don’t have that option and nobody is talking about 

[this] (Participant A, focus group 1). 

The complex socialisation and sense of identity of second and ‘1.5’ generation young 

people meant that they sometimes have to negotiate differing expectations. A CCRYS 

project worker described the sorts of issues which she had discussed with young 

people: 

   

They were saying that … a lot of their parents want them to keep their 

culture but a lot of parents want them to assimilate and they will push 

them to do stuff. The young people keep saying that they [are] being 

pushed everywhere and in all directions and by everybody … A huge 

amount of pressure … And … [their] sense of Irishness, it seems really 

complex, really difficult, more so because there is no space given to 

them for support with it and no one is giving them that support

Secondly, young people recalled difficulties in ‘escaping’ particular labels or responses 

which made them feel ‘different’ at a time when they wished to blend in with their peers. 

According to one young person: 

I’ve been involved in mainstream youth work … when I was younger ... 

They had certain things that I was really interested in like a youth forum 

and a choir. So I felt listened to … But I think youth work sometimes is 

very constrained and for people maybe from a migrant background it 

might be harder. Because at this age when you’re young you’re trying to 

navigate your identity and when you go into a youth club — that’s your 

identity. You’re black. You’re from a migrant background. And it’s some-

thing that’s stamped on you and I think people might shy away from that 

a little bit. I went through that as well. Because first of all I have interests 

but when you go there they’re like ‘oh where are you from?’ All these ques-

tions and you’re not really sure where you stand as well in your identity as 

yourself (Participant I, focus group 2). 

Relatedly, although some participants felt that culturally-related events to promote interac-

tion among young people were of value, the efficacy of once-off ‘intercultural’ days based 

on superficial markers of culture was questioned. One migrant community leader noted:

 

We were talking … to some kids, they were saying that some schools do 

… cultural days … and they say ‘you bring whatever from your country’, 

and they [the young people] were saying they don’t like it because it 

means they are on the platform, they are being showcased ... this is the 

show and everyone has to pay attention to them (Participant A, focus 

group 1). 

Finally, despite the desire to minimise their ethnic or cultural differences, paradoxically 

perhaps, the need for young people to find a ‘voice’ and a space with other young people 

to discuss and process those very factors which render them different was identified. 

Another migrant leader noted that:

I was born in [North Africa] and I grew up in [Europe] and … the pressure 

you are talking about, the parents, the community … Like each individual 

experiences it in a different way and they have a different way to go 

through it and manage it. But … there’s a conflict around them [young 

people] and a conflict in them. So I know how they feel and I know when 

they are given a voice, they can get to the next step (Participant C, focus 

group 1).

One of the young participants described some of the reasons for her participation in a 

self-organised young women’s group: 

If you ask many of us now compared to our parents’ mindset it’s going to 

be totally changing [different] from their mindsets so [participating in this 

group], it’s this thing of ‘we have a common ground’. Because here we 

are caught in two positions – we’ve come to this new society where they 

have their own way of going; our parents have their own way of going at 

home. Where does the balance step in? Do I have people who under-

stand that balance in my head? (Participant G, focus group 2). 

ii. Parental and Community Regulation

A second, interrelated topic to emerge from the data was the impact on young people of 

intergenerational differences with regard to matters such as appropriate behaviour or 

cultural norms. Young people often had to deal with differences between the expectations 

of their parents or communities and those of their peers and the wider ‘Irish’ community. 

For instance, culturally specific understandings of young people’s personal autonomy 

were apparent. During discussions with the young African women, the matter of parental 

discipline was discussed. One participant argued that:

 

Our parents have a different mindset. … Because if I want to … maybe … 

blend in with the real [sic] kids who grew up here, their parents let them 

go out at 14 until 10pm, at 15 until 11pm, all the parties. And my parents 

are like ‘you better be home at 7’ (Participant J, focus group 2). 

She added that: 

I know African people have many different cultures, but I think one thing 

that we have in common is our parents – there’s some kind of discipline 

that runs around Africa. I don’t know how, why, but it’s present in nearly 

every country

There was a gendered dimension to the theme of young people’s autonomy, though 

young women’s sense of agency also emerged strongly from the data. Another partici-

pant suggested that: 

Even in our own families how we’re treated because we’re girls to our 

brothers is totally different, and how sometimes -  I’m talking from my own 

experience here – as if I had an older brother, he probably would have 

been allowed out and about and been involved in a lot of things more than 

I would I feel. Unfortunately my parents are unlucky they got a girl that is 

kind of like a boy – so I didn’t really need that permission, I just went for it 

(Participant G, focus group 2). 

While limitations on young people’s autonomy appears to stem from particular cultural 

and religious attitudes towards matters such as gender, parenting and childhood, they 

are also partly attributable to parental fears for their children’s safety in a context of signifi-

cant levels of societal racism – a theme we address in more detail below. For example, the 

parent whom we interviewed noted that: 

[My daughter] has said to me ‘Mum, I want to go in a protest’. I’m saying 

‘no you’re not going’. Because in the protest things can go wrong and 

you’ve put yourself in danger. So you have to protect yourself. There is 

other ways of protesting — whether it’s writing or voicing — but don’t go 

there and be screaming and shouting. People have different kinds of 

banners on them … So you have to choose carefully in what you partici-

pate in and don’t participate in. We are still a minority here and it’s very 

easy for people to attack us. So I am very, very cautious.

She recalled the responses of some of her daughter’s friends upon hearing that she was 

allowed to travel alone on the bus:

 

[My daughter] was talking to some of the Muslim girls, and they were like 

'Your parents let you get the bus? Aren't you scared? They let you? That's 

so dangerous!' But this is what they have been told.  It's unsafe for you to 

be outside.

It was also noted that young women can face pressures from their wider communities with 

regard to expectations of appropriate behaviour. In reference to the young Muslim women 

she worked with, one of the CCRYS project workers noted that:

[Many people in their community have] an opinion about them and are 

very vocal about it. They have women who aren’t related to them but are 

‘aunties’ telling them that they shouldn’t have Facebook [etc.] … and 

others are saying ‘no it’s fine’.

A group of young Muslim women became enthusiastic members of a football club for girls. 

While their participation was supported by their parents, it was also met with some nega-

tive responses from other community members. According to the same project worker:

 

Stuff … comes up for the girls [who are] playing soccer in the hijab … 

There is a bit of a backlash from some people in the community saying 

'this isn't for Muslims'. So they're pushing in a particular direction. But 

there's a huge amount of pressure put on them which says, 'Ok, if you 

want to play football, you have to be a perfect Muslim. You don't give them 

[some members of the community] anything that they can throw at you'. 

So they're carrying this responsibility. They're pushing forward and they're 

groundbreakers. But they're not allowed to make mistakes like other 

young people do as the … community is watching them. 

 

While parental and community regulation can constrain the activities of some young 

Muslims, there is also clear evidence of a diversity of perspectives among migrant 

parents and leaders. While careful not to expose their children to harm, the parent and 

leader whom we interviewed both acted as positive role models for the young women in 

their care and were anxious that they had as many opportunities for social interaction and 

personal development as possible. As the parent explained with regard to youth work:

It … empower[s] the girls with tools that they could actually bring to their 

future life … [My daughter] understands more about youth work and 

participating and voicing and how … to do a campaign ... This is some-

thing that was alien to me and it was alien to her as well. When she came 

last night [from the CCRYS leadership training] she said ‘that was really 

intense. I don’t know if I took anything in.’ But she did, you know? From 

talking to her, she had [taken it in] … And this is something I would like 

my daughter or my children to carry on with. 

iii.  Religious Beliefs and Observance 

Religious faith and practice were central features in the lives of many of the young partici-

pants in this study. Three key findings were noted with regard to this. Firstly, religion is a 

key source of support and strength in their lives. The following comment from one young 

person exemplified this view:

Church … again comes down to this idea of community. You are sharing 

something in common, you’re supporting each other’s faith as well and 

also I think the support does not just come from the people but from your 

belief itself. Because I believe in God and I get my strength from knowing 

that he is going to help me (Participant G, focus group 2). 

Secondly, the research found that young people are often located at the intersection of 

different value systems and that their religious backgrounds played a key role in this. It 

was suggested that negotiating these different value systems created tensions and pres-

sures in the young people’s lives. For example, the focus group with community and 

religious leaders occurred shortly after the 2015 Marriage Equality referendum in Ireland. 

It was pointed out by the participants that many people in their communities that were 

affiliated with African Pentecostal Churches were opposed to civil marriage for gay and 

lesbian people. The Methodist minister, for instance, noted that those among the second 

generation that supported a ‘no’ vote were reproached by their peers while those that 

advocated a ‘yes’ faced recrimination from their family or community. He added:

The school [is] educating the child for 20 hours a week. But any good 

African Pentecostal Church, you’re going to have a very high level of 

involvement with it. So there’s this double value formation … [At] my 

school, all the kids did a ‘vote yes’ thing and then in the evening you go to 

a prayer meeting, and it’s ‘vote no’. And it’s the … youth that are … having 

to negotiate [that] (Participant D, focus group 1) 

One of the CCRYS project workers noted the ‘conflictual messages’ which the young 

people were receiving: 

I remember that came out from [one young person during the leadership 

training we did] when she was talking about one of the challenges … 

about becoming an activist and getting projects off the ground. She 

named religious conservatism. But she constantly talks about different 

issues, about LGBT rights and I thought 'this is mad.' She’s probably hear-

ing all of these things [LGBT rights etc.] in school … and then she's prob-

ably hearing other things in other spaces. 

A third finding to emerge in relation to religious observance was its implications for partici-

pation in youth work. One of our focus group participants had established a girls’ group 

within her mosque. However, some other community members were fearful of her efforts 

to introduce structured youth activities. Their objections appeared to centre on a fear that 

involvement in youth activities might dilute or detract from the young people’s understand-

ing and practice of Islam. According to a parent of one of the girls:

[The young people] all want activities, they all want activities. But [some 

of] the older women – the mothers maybe - have objections. It’s a conflict 

of culture … between generations … [The young people are] going to 

non-Muslim schools. You know your environment influences you. And 

they’re still young as well you have to remember. They’re not fully under-

standing Islam … The older generations understand Islam better. And 

there’s kind of a conflict there. 

She mentioned that anyone working with Muslim youth would need to be very aware of ‘the 

needs of the Muslim child’, including, for instance, the prohibition of ‘free-mixing’, that is, 

socialising between young men and women. She further noted that the presence of youth 

workers from the Muslim religion would be of great benefit in allaying parental and com-

munity fears.

iv.  Leadership and Civic/Political Participation 

The research found that some of the young women wished to be involved in issue-based 

work. This was particularly apparent among the young African women who were already 

affiliated with a migrant women’s rights organisation. As one of them said, ‘we’re literally 

dying of ideas to improve our community or improve the nation.’ The young women’s 

responses reflected their concern with migrant-specific inequalities.

According to one participant:

We are migrant women in this country and we — I believe almost half of 

us here —have gone through … a bit of discrimination here and there, 

racism here and there and obviously it wouldn’t be an easy task changing 

that, but it would be great seeing us improving on that (Participant F, 

focus group 2). 

However, they also expressed a desire to be involved in issues affecting young people in 

Ireland generally. For example, when discussing her perceptions of the Irish education 

system, another participant noted that: 

[M]any [young] people feel like ‘I can’t get in [to college] anyways and I’m 

not going to strive for it.’ … Even the Irish kids themselves, they end up at 

a place of ‘I can just get a FETAC [course] and get a work’ and … it’s 

really not good, it limits the mind … So I would definitely change the 

educational system to such a way that it can accommodate everybody in 

their different ways to strive for a better education, a better future 

because at the end of the day it brings out a better country (Participant J, 

focus group 2). 

Some of the participants demonstrated significant potential for youth leadership. One 

young person recalled how: 

We were sitting in Stephen’s Green yesterday after [a] … conference 

talking about different issues and it was so empowering and so motivat-

ing … We talked about real issues that were happening and they got to a 

point of even coming up with solutions and making connections between 

different things (Participant I, focus group 2). 

The potential for leadership and an interest in issues facing young people among migrant 

young people was also evident during discussions at the youth leadership training deliv-

ered by the CCRYS intercultural youth project. The participants in this training were from 

a range of ethnic minority backgrounds. One of the CCRYS project workers noted:

LGBT stuff came out during the training mainly through the Muslim girls 

that wear the veil. They were actually really, really concerned that their 

LGBT peers wouldn't be supported. It was really Interesting. All of them 

mentioned LGBT as an issue that they felt really strongly about

 v. Racism and Exclusion 

A key issue to emerge from across the all interviews and focus groups was the degree to 

which racism had become a ‘normal’ feature of young people’s lives. The research also 

found that, while friendships with young ‘Irish’ people had been formed, young people 

also experienced exclusion among their peers. 

Participants discussed misrepresentations of and racist attitudes towards both Muslims 

and black Africans. These had a significant impact on the young people whose respons-

es ranged from frustration to a deep sense of hurt. Some participants were frustrated by 

ignorance, misinformation or generalisations about Africa. According to one young 

person: 

I’ve lived in Africa. It’s not just bushes and forests and everything. Things 

happen in Africa. Beautiful things. But then again the way the Irish people 

ask is from the perception that they’ve been given. ‘Oh it’s just poverty. 

The people there are just struggling.’ All this kind of stuff. And they 

wouldn’t really know our cultures and the way we act to certain things 

(Participant K, focus group 2).

Another young person who had migrated to Ireland as a young adult recalled a conversa-

tion she had had with her younger brother who was born in Ireland. 

When I came to this country, my little brother asked me a question … ‘Do 

you sleep on a bed in Africa?’ And I said ‘hold on little brother. Why do 

you ask this question?’ And he was like ‘because our teacher was talking 

to us about Africa and he was saying literally that in Africa most people 

live in the bush, they don’t sleep on beds, they don’t have telly … like 

they’re struggling in Africa.’ And I said to him ‘Baby, when you go to 

school tomorrow, you tell teacher Africans are humans. They have a bed, 

they have telly’ (Participant F, focus group 2)

The following quotation from one young person typified the view among the Muslim girls 

that they were constantly judged on the basis of crimes committed in the name of Islam:

 

Sometimes, in the news they judge a whole community based on 10 

people and … that’s why people mostly when they see Muslims they think 

… ‘these people don’t give education to girls, they’re just bad, they do 

bombs, and 9/11 and stuff.’ They don’t think about the other good stuff we 

do (Participant P, focus group 3). 

Similarly, her friend commented that:

If they said something in the news that’s bad about Muslims, it does not 

mean I’m one of them. Maybe I’ve got other thinking. Maybe … they’re 

thinking they want to kill people, I’m not like that ... Islam is all about 

peace and loving people (Participant M, focus group 3).

Experiences of racism emerged too in the accounts of the young African women. One 

participant described the emotional and exclusionary effects of racist discourses about 

black Africans: 

Because most people think you just came from Africa and then started 

taking things from us, benefits, job-wise and other stuff. So I feel like a 

gold-digger (Participant F, focus group 2). 

In a similar vein, another young person noted:

Even sometimes I’m scared to go into ... the social welfare offices 

because I see all these eyes around me. I can’t wait to finish college and 

get myself a job so I don’t have to go back in there. It’s so scary. You go 

in there and you feel like ’oh my days, they’re all looking at me.’ I feel like 

I shouldn’t be here (Participant K, focus group 2).

The wounding effects of online racism and its consequences for migrants’ participation 

and sense of belonging in Irish society were also mentioned by a number of research 

participants. For one young person:

I feel if I read stuff in the media, if someone writes an article about 

migrants or stuff like that, the kind of comments from people - literally 

when I read them I feel, well these are people, this is society, that’s what 

they’re saying about migrants in the country. And when you read them, 

they are really, really horrible. It feels like ‘I should just hide in my room. I 

shouldn’t come out’… They smile but just pretending, but not letting some-

one fully in. Because what they write in the media and stuff like that isn’t 

really good, isn’t positive about migrants (Participant K, focus group 2).

In addition to general racist attitudes, participants also noted instances of bullying or 

exclusion by their peers which they believed were related to their Muslim identity, though 

it is important to emphasise that some participants also spoke of their Irish classmates 

being their ‘bestos’ [best friends]. One of them recalled:

Like in my class on the first day, one of the girls she didn’t really like me 

because I was wearing a scarf but then even like when I was writing with 

a pencil, I asked her did she want to write with it, and she was like ‘no, I 

won’t touch that’. And I was like ‘ok that’s your decision. What are you 

going to write with?’ And then in the school years, we’re actually like best 

pals now, literally. She just like knows me now. She just thought I was bad 

or something (Participant P, focus group 3). 

Another participant said:

Well I get bullied because I’m Muslim and I still do … I told my teacher 

and then she apologised to me and then she’s really nice to me. But then 

these girls these days, they’re not that nice to me. I’m actually not really 

sure why they’re not nice to me maybe because of the colour of my skin 

or something. But they like everybody else in the class and they don’t like 

me mostly. When people have birthday parties, this girl she had a birth-

day party and she invited the whole class except me (Participant Q, focus 

group 3). 

A further manifestation of racism and exclusion highlighted in the research were the phys-

ical threats or racist encounters from strangers in public experienced by some of the 

young people. These encounters took a highly gendered form particularly as they related 

to stereotypes about black women’s sexuality. One young person recalled:

On the buses I’ve had experience where these guys are like ‘come marry 

me, I’ll give you a green card’ and all this … And older guys as well …on 

the streets sometimes. I don’t think they would say the same thing to a 

young Irish person … I look like a kid! I could have been any age, coming 

up to you and being like ‘Hey, do you want to sleep with me tonight?’, like 

propositioning you … I’ve had a friend who was asked if she’s a prostitute 

(Participant I, focus group 2). 

A fellow participant responded that this had happened to her also: 

I was just innocently standing at a bus stop and someone said ‘do you 

want to come with me?’ I said ‘where?’ ‘I will pay you good’. I mean I really 

felt like ‘what do you take me for? You really think I’m just standing here 

waiting for you to ask me if you will pay me well’ (Participant H, focus 

group 2). 

The threat to young people’s safety and bodily integrity as a consequence of racism was 

also named by the CCRYS project workers. This, it was felt, had implications for youth 

work: 

When we did the training with the young people ... the sense that I got 

was they really, really want to get involved in stuff but there's an issue of 

safety. Really they don't feel safe in a lot of the spaces that are offered for 

them. In terms of the youth services, geographically again, we're talking 

about youth projects that are in areas that are pretty difficult, so the 

services that can provide a service to these young people or that are 

equipped to do it are not in areas that actually are safe enough for these 

young people to access. 

According to her colleague:

If you unpack the issues that young women are coming up against, 

there's mad stuff all together. If you're talking about the young women in 

the [mosque] ... if you can get to a conversation of their experience of 

living in the area, or areas like it, lots of stuff is coming up around how safe 

they feel on the streets, around … racist incidents, getting their hijabs 

pulled off them, being spat at, all that kind of stuff. It's so normalised, it's 

mad, crazy, you know? And not having a space to process that and just 

that sense of 'that's just the way it is.’

The parent of a young Muslim girl noted that: 

There is a lot of Islamaphobia going around at the moment. I do fear 

where I send my kids. I have to have different nationalities in that group to 

feel that my kids are going to be safe. If it’s just an all-Irish place, I’m not 

comfortable … I’m not comfortable, because they will always come back 

and say ‘So-and-so said this. So-and-so said that’ … I mean I’m not 

saying I want every single box to be ticked, even if it was just [a] multi-cul-

tural [group], I would be quite happy. 

Her responses also highlighted how her daughter’s agency and ‘voice’ were constrained 

by macro social policy concerning Muslims beyond Ireland, in this case the so-called 

‘Preventing Violent Extremism’   agenda in the UK. She explained that she liked to give her 

daughter the tools to respond to misrepresentations of Islam by teachers or peers. Howev-

er, she also cautioned her daughter to ‘be careful what you say [at school]’: 

Because she’s very voiceful. She gives her opinion. I’m also fearful at the 

moment of what’s happening in the UK. The government is asking 

schools to keep an eye on students to see who is extremist, and they 

should be reported and everything. I say to her ‘you have to be careful’. I 

don’t know what the agenda is here.

Finally, young people’s strategies for coping with racism or exclusion were mentioned. 

Both CCRYS workers noted that humour was one way in which young people managed 

their experiences of racism. For instance, young Muslims might humorously take on a 

stereotype as a means of satirising and coping with the association between Islam and 

terrorism:

I see [this use of humour by] young people in lots of different ways. It’s 

putting [the stereotype] out there and [saying] ‘I’ll get there before you do, 

you know?’ ‘This is who I am. And I know what you think. And [I] can laugh 

at it.’

It was further suggested that young people might ‘self-exclude’ from mainstream youth 

work or other related ‘white’ spaces in search of better ways of processing their experienc-

es. According to one young person: 

When you see [how] … the media [represent us] … [and]  all the experi-

ences that we’ve had, and you think about going to a predominantly white 

youth centre … with all that baggage, it’s kind of almost easier not to and 

to maybe self-organise … Because all of these things have an effect on 

you. So maybe you think forming a group that’s not [already] there, that’s 

with people who have shared experiences would be easier and more 

helpful (Participant I, focus group 2). 

4.2 The Role of Youth Work
In this section, we consider in turn the implications for youth work of each of the themes 

addressed in the preceding section with reference to relevant literature. We then discuss 

research findings which related specifically to youth work, highlighting its potential but 

also the ongoing challenges which remain with regard to the participation of young people 

from ethnic minority groups.  

i. Migration, Identity and Belonging

Our findings indicate that youth workers working with young people from ethnic minority 

groups may need to be aware of how issues pertaining to their personal and social identity 

affect their sense of belonging and wellbeing. The potential role of youth work in this 

regard was summed up by one of the CCRYS project workers: 

We have a whole generation of young people who are trying to negotiate 

what it feels to be both Muslim and Irish, both black and Irish and I see 

them struggling with this stuff. So that's one side of it. But I also see them 

have all the other stuff that happens to young people – having to deal with 

relationships and broken hearts and having trouble with school and 

clashing with their friends and stuff on the internet and getting into 

trouble. So you have all that … stuff of being a teenager … and then they 

have this extra layer of stuff … For me that's where youth work comes in. 

[It] makes space for young people to make sense of their own social 

reality and help them negotiate this. 

The findings also suggest that youth workers must walk a fine line between offering 

support where necessary while avoiding a situation where young people may feel inap-

propriately singled out (see also ní Laoire, et al, 2011). This work must take place in 

spaces where young people feel safe. Some of the findings - for instance, the comment 

by participant I above -indicate that this may need to happen in identity-specific groups 

or in groups comprising young people with shared exposure to or experience of the 

issue(s) in question. This is in keeping with commonly-held youth work values and 

approaches which are concerned with developing flexible responses to the particular 

needs of young people as they arise. 

ii. Parental and Community Regulation

While all young people face constraints on their personal autonomy, our research found 

evidence that young people from ethnic minorities may be subjected to greater parental 

regulation and community expectation than their ‘Irish’ peers. This suggests that youth 

work may have a role in providing a space for young people to process the sometimes 

conflicting expectations which they may face. It also raises challenges for how the princi-

ple of self-determination — that is ‘the non-directive enabling of young people to make 

decisions and choices in their lives’ (Imam and Bowler, 2010: 144)  — has traditionally 

been understood within youth work practice. For example, some parental involvement in 

activity choices may have to be countenanced in order to facilitate inclusion. 

This theme underscores the advice of previous strategies and guides for intercultural 

youth work (Lynam, 2009; NYCI/Youthnet, 2012) which emphasised that youth workers 

may need to purposively and patiently spend time building up the trust and buy-in of 

parents, guardians and community leaders. It also suggests that youth workers may need 

to be aware of the greater restrictions placed on some young migrants’ free time when 

planning the timing and location of activities.  

iii. Religious Beliefs and Observance

The centrality of religious faith in many young people’s lives carries with it a number of 

implications for youth work. Firstly, it suggests that practitioners need to increase their 

religious literacy. Indeed, there is some evidence of nascent efforts by youth workers to 

achieve this. One youth worker interviewed for the research noted that workers in her 

project who were working with Muslim children and parents in their homework club were 

‘trying to educate themselves [about different religions], so they’ve gotten books that are 

child-friendly around religion.’ 

With regard to young people’s location at the interface between conflicting value systems, 

the findings imply that youth workers may have a role to play in supporting young people 

to discuss and debate different worldviews in a safe and respectful environment. There 

may also be a role for youth work in supporting young people to discuss complex issues 

surrounding individual sexuality which may not be addressed at home. For instance, 

according to one of the migrant community leaders: 

A lot of what is going there are issues … to do with sexuality, and sexual 

identity that you’d find within the African community it’s a no-go area. 

People assume there are no gay people or … whatever … You cannot 

lead them … but you need to create space where the conversations can 

be had (Participant A, focus group 1).

Changes to youth work practice may also be required in order to accommodate the religi-

osity within many ethnic minority families. For example, our research found evidence of 

how one youth project within the Canal Communities area managed, after some difficul-

ties, to accommodate the needs of the Muslim children in relation to Halal food. 

With regard to young Muslim women specifically, the research indicates that youth work-

ers must find ways of accommodating the parental regulation which they may face, while 

avoiding stereotypes of young Muslim women as passive or without a voice (see McGarry, 

2012). It is also important not to create the impression that religious observance should or 

could inevitably exclude them from youth work. Up to 18 young girls from one Dublin 

mosque engaged with the CCRYS intercultural youth project during its lifetime. For two or 

three of these young people, their participation was confined to activities within the 

mosque. For most of the others, their participation was permitted in youth activities outside 

the mosque where relationships of trust had been established with those carrying them 

out and if one of the Muslim volunteers was also present. One of the CCRYS intercultural 

youth project workers expressed the view that with more time, they could have deepened 

the relationship of trust with Muslim parents and religious leaders to a point where more 

young women could access activities without the involvement of parents or adult mem-

bers of the Muslim community. This also underlines the importance of involving workers 

and volunteers from ethnic minority communities in youth work. 

In order to widen the participation of young Muslim women in youth work, however, the 

provision of youth work to gender-specific groups will have to be considered (see also 

McGarry, 2012; for an opposing perspective, see Cressey, 2006). Failure to offer a dedi-

cated space to young Muslim women will result in their exclusion. There is considerable 

precedent for gender-specific groups within youth work. These have been undertaken 

with members of the Traveller Community and in relation to matters such as sexual health 

(NYCI, 2012). Gender-specific youth work has long been regarded as a means of 

addressing the specific needs of young women and of mitigating young women’s margin-

alisation within youth work spaces (Hanbury, Lee and Batsleer, 2010). 

Finally, in highlighting this theme, we also suggest that, as practitioners, we avoid a binary 

understanding of the differences between Muslim and non-Muslim/Christian and 

non-Christian value systems and remember that religious and cultural communities are 

complex, heterogeneous and dynamic. As we have seen, differing interpretations of 

religious doctrine and cultural practices — such as the prohibition on ‘free-mixing’ (mixed 

activities between male and female) or attitudes to young women’s sporting activities 

—are evident among adherents of the same faith.

iv. Leadership and Civic/Political Participation

Many of our findings challenge stereotypes of young migrants as passively ‘in need’ of 

integration (see ní Laoire et al, 2011). This is particularly in evidence in the findings relat-

ing to young people’s leadership and desire to activate social change. While we cannot 

make any claims as to the typicality of these young people’s perspectives, such findings 

appear highly relevant to youth work given its central concern with enabling young 

people’s voice. Furthermore, it is significant that the young African women had self-organ-

ised as a group, with the support of the migrant women’s organisation and of CCRYS itself. 

This indicates a possible role for youth workers and other trusted allies in enabling young 

migrants’ self-organisation where such a need exists.  

v. Racism and Exclusion

Our research confirms the findings of previous research in relation to the prevalence of 

racism in young migrants’ lives (see also Gilligan et al, 2010; ní Laoire, 2011; Szlovák and 

Szewczyk, 2015). This theme has a number of important consequences for youth work.

 

Firstly, a meaningful youth work relationship may help young people to process their expe-

riences of racism, experiences which are multi-faceted and gendered. Secondly, critical, 

open, non-judgemental conversations of the type advocated by Thomas and Henri (2011) 

are crucial to supporting young people to address their racist views. Youth work’s capaci-

ty for creative, flexible approaches is relevant in this regard.  For example, one youth 

worker described her project’s use of ‘Theatre of the Oppressed’ methodology with young 

people as a means of initiating what Thomas (2002: 60) calls ‘conversations with a 

purpose’ in relation to matters of social injustice. Nonetheless, deeply held racist attitudes 

among some of the young people attending some youth services are clearly a problem to 

which there is no easy solution. Thomas and Henri (2011) who have worked with young 

white people within communities characterised by deep racial divisions in northern 

England have suggested that opportunities for cross-community interaction on a planned 

and sustained basis can make a difference here. Where young people cannot attend 

youth services due to fears of racism and personal safety or who ‘self-exclude’ in the 

manner described by some of our young participants, there is an imperative that alterna-

tive spaces for flexible, youth-centred support are identified and resourced. All these 

steps may depend on youth organisations building greater fluency around racism and 

diversity issues.

 vi. Barriers to Accessing Youth Work

In addition to the findings set out above, the research identified a number of barriers to the 

participation in youth work by young people from ethnic minorities. These relate to how 

youth work is often structured and resourced. 

Firstly, constraints associated with the geographical boundaries of youth organisation’s 

catchment areas were noted. It was suggested by the CCRYS intercultural youth project 

workers that many young people from ethnic minorities are congregating in spaces, such 

as their mosque, which are outside the areas in which they live. This means that they are 

less likely to access youth work services in the areas where they reside.  

Secondly and relatedly, the sort of outreach which is traditionally undertaken by youth 

services, for instance, through street work or in social housing estates, does not enable 

contact with young people who are congregating in different sorts of spaces, such as 

mosques. This can render them invisible to youth services.  

Thirdly, although we have mentioned matters of ethnic identity, the question of social class 

is also relevant to our study. Youth work in some areas has been built up over many years 

to respond to the needs of young people deemed ‘at risk’ due to their specific experiences 

of class-based exclusion and inequality.   Such youth services may use models of practice 

which are focused on the issues facing young people ‘at risk’ of involvement in addiction 

or crime. It was suggested that these issues may not be as relevant to many young people 

from ethnic minority communities. According to one youth worker for instance:  

Young people come here when their needs are not being met. Their risk 

level is very different. Drug use is quite serious here and young people 

quite young are getting involved in running and taking drugs, particularly 

smoking grass and I mean from 9, 10 years of age, very young. I don’t see 

Muslim children getting involved in that kind of activity. 

Finally, a shortage of resources placed significant pressure on youth organisations and 

undermined their capacity to keep the issue of intercultural youth work consistently on 

their agenda. According to one youth worker, for example:

We are down to the wire here and I’m really not just moaning saying that, 

we genuinely are. There’s a lot of stuff we’ve had to just drop because we 

just can’t manage it. And I’m really trying to be careful that people don’t 

do over their hours. Because you can get burned out very easily. 

Her colleague in another youth project expressed the view that

When things get very busy we revert to type. We go back to ... what we 

are supposed to do – all about those [young people] most at risk that 

present in that chaotic way … so it can be very easy to put [efforts to 

include ethnic minority young people] by the wayside … because there is 

so much [else to do] … You have to have that passion within you, you 

have to have that want within you [to do additional work to reach ethnic 

minority young people]. It’s not as if you’re going to have nothing [else] to 

do. So someone has to come and say – and from up high, our funders – 

that this is an issue, this is something that we want you to look at.

One of the CCRYS project workers expressed the view that:  

Youth projects, from what I can see, that engage with more diverse young 

people - in the sense of class - seem to find it easier to attract young 

people from ethnic minority communities … I think it might be linked to 

resources. Projects that are stripped to the bare bones [often] concen-

trate on firefighting with the most ‘at risk’ young people and this can 

create youth work spaces that are inaccessible or tough for minority 

ethnic young people. 

vii. The Potential of Youth Work 

Although we have highlighted barriers within youth work, our research also illuminated its 

relevance and the potential it offers for including young people from ethnic minority 

groups and for addressing some of their needs. Firstly, despite the constraints they faced, 

there was evidence of a ‘buy-in’ from youth services to the principle of inclusive youth 

work. According to one youth worker for example:

I was a very loud voice in team meetings that we don’t need to change 

any strategy [to include more young people from ethnic minorities], that 

young people are young people and the door is always open, it’s all about 

voluntary participation. If they want to come, we’ll sort it out then and 

integrate. I still have part of those views. But with [CCRYS intercultural 

youth project worker] arriving and some of the conversations with her … 

it just let me know that it’s just not that simple. In a way that was a bit of a 

cop-out … you have to make that effort. You have to make it appealing in 

some way, shape or form.

One of the youth projects in the area had succeeded in including young people from a 

range of ethnic minority backgrounds in mainstream youth work activities. Another project 

had not succeeded in attracting many teenagers from ethnic minority communities but it 

had a significant numbers of Muslim children in its homework club. She recalled:

[We] would always encourage in the homework clubs that parents would 

go along to trips and different things. So the Muslim women just took it up 

really quickly. I’ve often seen them bringing in food and everything to the 

homework clubs. Particularly in the summer project they were making 

sweets that they make and the kids were all loving them. And it was 

getting to a point last summer where the kids were putting orders in, 

saying ‘will you bring sweets to this trip?’ And it was all really nice. And it 

was a really nice way to integrate the kids in and the parents in, and I 

suppose to try and tackle the whole racism issue, but in a normal way. 

 

Secondly, youth work’s flexibility and its capacity to engage young people and foster 

cross-community interaction in creative ways also emerged. A youth worker recalled a 

project organised in collaboration with the CCRYS intercultural youth project:

The graffiti around Fatima… was a project that we did with two artists 

[who] came over from England. One was Muslim and one was 

English-Irish so we did graffiti on the pitch around there. It was basically 

of the flats and a butterfly emerging [to symbolise] the whole regeneration 

[process] because the Muslim symbols are very similar to the old Celtic 

symbols so that was put onto it as well. So that and the fact that one of the 

artists was Muslim, the young people were asking a lot of questions about 

stuff that they’re just curious about, that they don’t understand. And we 

[youth workers] were as well because there’s loads I obviously don’t know 

… And the young people, because they were able to talk to him and he 

was a graffiti artist, so he was cool and they were asking him loads of 

questions and he was very honest … So that was really good. 

Thirdly, youth work offers a means where young people can simply be ‘young’ without the 

label of ‘migrant’. For instance, one young person recalled her participation in Foróige’s 

‘Big Brother, Big Sister’ mentoring programme:

I loved [it] because there wasn’t really anything about me being from a 

migrant background. It was about me being a role model for another 

young person growing up in my school and stuff like that (Participant G, 

focus group 2).
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In what follows, we outline our findings with regard to our previously stated research aims. 

Our first section below, ‘Issues Experienced by Young People from Ethnic Minorities’, 
identifies five significant, intertwined themes. These are, firstly, the challenges young 

people face in navigating the multiple and sometimes conflicting forces which shape their 

sense of personal and social identity and which inform their sense of belonging; secondly, 

the impact on young people of parental and community expectations; thirdly, the signifi-

cance of religious observance and religious influences in young people’s lives; fourthly, 

opportunities for leadership and civic or political participation and fifthly, the ongoing 

reality of racism in young people’s lives.

 

The next section, ‘the Role of Youth Work’, considers the implications for youth work of 

these themes and provides an account of our findings with regard to youth work and the 

inclusion of young people from ethnic minorities. The subsequent section, ‘CCRYS Inter-
cultural Youth Project: What Lessons Can We Learn?’, focuses specifically on the 

experiences of the intercultural youth project within CCRYS. We analyse some of the key 

successes, challenges and complexities which the project and its partner organisations 

encountered during its lifetime and consider the implications of these for youth work. 

Our final section provides some brief conclusions to the study and offers recommenda-

tions for furthering youth work with young migrants based on the results of our study. 

4.1 Issues Experienced by Young People 
from Ethnic Minorities 
i.        Migration, Identity and Belonging 
Our research suggested that young people, particularly those who were born in Ireland or 

who arrived here as children, feel an affinity with more than one national or cultural identi-

ty. For instance, in their responses to a question on this matter on the questionnaire 

distributed prior to the focus groups, some of the young people described themselves in 

hyphenated terms such as ‘Irish-Congolese’, ‘Cameroonian-Irish’ or ‘Palestinian-Irish’. 

The research also indicated, however, that young people can face difficulties in navigat-

ing and expressing the different aspects of their ethnic and cultural identities. These 

difficulties manifested in a number of areas. Firstly, it was apparent that many young 

people do not identify with their ‘country of origin’ as strongly as their parents or older 

siblings. In a quotation which underscores the child-specific nature of the migration expe-

rience, one migrant community leader suggested that:

 

[Many] parents don’t seem to understand what migration is for their kids. 

Like for me, I can always say ‘I can go back to Zimbabwe’. But for [the 

young people], Zimbabwe … [is] not necessarily home. [In] Ireland … 

people meet them and say ‘go back to Africa’. But that’s not a reality for 

them. So because of colour of skin or even because of religion there’s an 

expectation that when you say ‘home’ you mean somewhere outside of 

Ireland or off the continent of Europe. And because parents have 

options [to go to another place they call ‘home’], they don’t seem to 

realise that their kids don’t have that option and nobody is talking about 

[this] (Participant A, focus group 1). 

The complex socialisation and sense of identity of second and ‘1.5’ generation young 

people meant that they sometimes have to negotiate differing expectations. A CCRYS 

project worker described the sorts of issues which she had discussed with young 

people: 

   

They were saying that … a lot of their parents want them to keep their 

culture but a lot of parents want them to assimilate and they will push 

them to do stuff. The young people keep saying that they [are] being 

pushed everywhere and in all directions and by everybody … A huge 

amount of pressure … And … [their] sense of Irishness, it seems really 

complex, really difficult, more so because there is no space given to 

them for support with it and no one is giving them that support

Secondly, young people recalled difficulties in ‘escaping’ particular labels or responses 

which made them feel ‘different’ at a time when they wished to blend in with their peers. 

According to one young person: 

I’ve been involved in mainstream youth work … when I was younger ... 

They had certain things that I was really interested in like a youth forum 

and a choir. So I felt listened to … But I think youth work sometimes is 

very constrained and for people maybe from a migrant background it 

might be harder. Because at this age when you’re young you’re trying to 

navigate your identity and when you go into a youth club — that’s your 

identity. You’re black. You’re from a migrant background. And it’s some-

thing that’s stamped on you and I think people might shy away from that 

a little bit. I went through that as well. Because first of all I have interests 

but when you go there they’re like ‘oh where are you from?’ All these ques-

tions and you’re not really sure where you stand as well in your identity as 

yourself (Participant I, focus group 2). 

Relatedly, although some participants felt that culturally-related events to promote interac-

tion among young people were of value, the efficacy of once-off ‘intercultural’ days based 

on superficial markers of culture was questioned. One migrant community leader noted:

 

We were talking … to some kids, they were saying that some schools do 

… cultural days … and they say ‘you bring whatever from your country’, 

and they [the young people] were saying they don’t like it because it 

means they are on the platform, they are being showcased ... this is the 

show and everyone has to pay attention to them (Participant A, focus 

group 1). 

Finally, despite the desire to minimise their ethnic or cultural differences, paradoxically 

perhaps, the need for young people to find a ‘voice’ and a space with other young people 

to discuss and process those very factors which render them different was identified. 

Another migrant leader noted that:

I was born in [North Africa] and I grew up in [Europe] and … the pressure 

you are talking about, the parents, the community … Like each individual 

experiences it in a different way and they have a different way to go 

through it and manage it. But … there’s a conflict around them [young 

people] and a conflict in them. So I know how they feel and I know when 

they are given a voice, they can get to the next step (Participant C, focus 

group 1).

One of the young participants described some of the reasons for her participation in a 

self-organised young women’s group: 

If you ask many of us now compared to our parents’ mindset it’s going to 

be totally changing [different] from their mindsets so [participating in this 

group], it’s this thing of ‘we have a common ground’. Because here we 

are caught in two positions – we’ve come to this new society where they 

have their own way of going; our parents have their own way of going at 

home. Where does the balance step in? Do I have people who under-

stand that balance in my head? (Participant G, focus group 2). 

ii. Parental and Community Regulation

A second, interrelated topic to emerge from the data was the impact on young people of 

intergenerational differences with regard to matters such as appropriate behaviour or 

cultural norms. Young people often had to deal with differences between the expectations 

of their parents or communities and those of their peers and the wider ‘Irish’ community. 

For instance, culturally specific understandings of young people’s personal autonomy 

were apparent. During discussions with the young African women, the matter of parental 

discipline was discussed. One participant argued that:

 

Our parents have a different mindset. … Because if I want to … maybe … 

blend in with the real [sic] kids who grew up here, their parents let them 

go out at 14 until 10pm, at 15 until 11pm, all the parties. And my parents 

are like ‘you better be home at 7’ (Participant J, focus group 2). 

She added that: 

I know African people have many different cultures, but I think one thing 

that we have in common is our parents – there’s some kind of discipline 

that runs around Africa. I don’t know how, why, but it’s present in nearly 

every country

There was a gendered dimension to the theme of young people’s autonomy, though 

young women’s sense of agency also emerged strongly from the data. Another partici-

pant suggested that: 

Even in our own families how we’re treated because we’re girls to our 

brothers is totally different, and how sometimes -  I’m talking from my own 

experience here – as if I had an older brother, he probably would have 

been allowed out and about and been involved in a lot of things more than 

I would I feel. Unfortunately my parents are unlucky they got a girl that is 

kind of like a boy – so I didn’t really need that permission, I just went for it 

(Participant G, focus group 2). 

While limitations on young people’s autonomy appears to stem from particular cultural 

and religious attitudes towards matters such as gender, parenting and childhood, they 

are also partly attributable to parental fears for their children’s safety in a context of signifi-

cant levels of societal racism – a theme we address in more detail below. For example, the 

parent whom we interviewed noted that: 

[My daughter] has said to me ‘Mum, I want to go in a protest’. I’m saying 

‘no you’re not going’. Because in the protest things can go wrong and 

you’ve put yourself in danger. So you have to protect yourself. There is 

other ways of protesting — whether it’s writing or voicing — but don’t go 

there and be screaming and shouting. People have different kinds of 

banners on them … So you have to choose carefully in what you partici-

pate in and don’t participate in. We are still a minority here and it’s very 

easy for people to attack us. So I am very, very cautious.

She recalled the responses of some of her daughter’s friends upon hearing that she was 

allowed to travel alone on the bus:

 

[My daughter] was talking to some of the Muslim girls, and they were like 

'Your parents let you get the bus? Aren't you scared? They let you? That's 

so dangerous!' But this is what they have been told.  It's unsafe for you to 

be outside.

It was also noted that young women can face pressures from their wider communities with 

regard to expectations of appropriate behaviour. In reference to the young Muslim women 

she worked with, one of the CCRYS project workers noted that:

[Many people in their community have] an opinion about them and are 

very vocal about it. They have women who aren’t related to them but are 

‘aunties’ telling them that they shouldn’t have Facebook [etc.] … and 

others are saying ‘no it’s fine’.

A group of young Muslim women became enthusiastic members of a football club for girls. 

While their participation was supported by their parents, it was also met with some nega-

tive responses from other community members. According to the same project worker:

 

Stuff … comes up for the girls [who are] playing soccer in the hijab … 

There is a bit of a backlash from some people in the community saying 

'this isn't for Muslims'. So they're pushing in a particular direction. But 

there's a huge amount of pressure put on them which says, 'Ok, if you 

want to play football, you have to be a perfect Muslim. You don't give them 

[some members of the community] anything that they can throw at you'. 

So they're carrying this responsibility. They're pushing forward and they're 

groundbreakers. But they're not allowed to make mistakes like other 

young people do as the … community is watching them. 

 

While parental and community regulation can constrain the activities of some young 

Muslims, there is also clear evidence of a diversity of perspectives among migrant 

parents and leaders. While careful not to expose their children to harm, the parent and 

leader whom we interviewed both acted as positive role models for the young women in 

their care and were anxious that they had as many opportunities for social interaction and 

personal development as possible. As the parent explained with regard to youth work:

It … empower[s] the girls with tools that they could actually bring to their 

future life … [My daughter] understands more about youth work and 

participating and voicing and how … to do a campaign ... This is some-

thing that was alien to me and it was alien to her as well. When she came 

last night [from the CCRYS leadership training] she said ‘that was really 

intense. I don’t know if I took anything in.’ But she did, you know? From 

talking to her, she had [taken it in] … And this is something I would like 

my daughter or my children to carry on with. 

iii.  Religious Beliefs and Observance 

Religious faith and practice were central features in the lives of many of the young partici-

pants in this study. Three key findings were noted with regard to this. Firstly, religion is a 

key source of support and strength in their lives. The following comment from one young 

person exemplified this view:

Church … again comes down to this idea of community. You are sharing 

something in common, you’re supporting each other’s faith as well and 

also I think the support does not just come from the people but from your 

belief itself. Because I believe in God and I get my strength from knowing 

that he is going to help me (Participant G, focus group 2). 

Secondly, the research found that young people are often located at the intersection of 

different value systems and that their religious backgrounds played a key role in this. It 

was suggested that negotiating these different value systems created tensions and pres-

sures in the young people’s lives. For example, the focus group with community and 

religious leaders occurred shortly after the 2015 Marriage Equality referendum in Ireland. 

It was pointed out by the participants that many people in their communities that were 

affiliated with African Pentecostal Churches were opposed to civil marriage for gay and 

lesbian people. The Methodist minister, for instance, noted that those among the second 

generation that supported a ‘no’ vote were reproached by their peers while those that 

advocated a ‘yes’ faced recrimination from their family or community. He added:

The school [is] educating the child for 20 hours a week. But any good 

African Pentecostal Church, you’re going to have a very high level of 

involvement with it. So there’s this double value formation … [At] my 

school, all the kids did a ‘vote yes’ thing and then in the evening you go to 

a prayer meeting, and it’s ‘vote no’. And it’s the … youth that are … having 

to negotiate [that] (Participant D, focus group 1) 

One of the CCRYS project workers noted the ‘conflictual messages’ which the young 

people were receiving: 

I remember that came out from [one young person during the leadership 

training we did] when she was talking about one of the challenges … 

about becoming an activist and getting projects off the ground. She 

named religious conservatism. But she constantly talks about different 

issues, about LGBT rights and I thought 'this is mad.' She’s probably hear-

ing all of these things [LGBT rights etc.] in school … and then she's prob-

ably hearing other things in other spaces. 

A third finding to emerge in relation to religious observance was its implications for partici-

pation in youth work. One of our focus group participants had established a girls’ group 

within her mosque. However, some other community members were fearful of her efforts 

to introduce structured youth activities. Their objections appeared to centre on a fear that 

involvement in youth activities might dilute or detract from the young people’s understand-

ing and practice of Islam. According to a parent of one of the girls:

[The young people] all want activities, they all want activities. But [some 

of] the older women – the mothers maybe - have objections. It’s a conflict 

of culture … between generations … [The young people are] going to 

non-Muslim schools. You know your environment influences you. And 

they’re still young as well you have to remember. They’re not fully under-

standing Islam … The older generations understand Islam better. And 

there’s kind of a conflict there. 

She mentioned that anyone working with Muslim youth would need to be very aware of ‘the 

needs of the Muslim child’, including, for instance, the prohibition of ‘free-mixing’, that is, 

socialising between young men and women. She further noted that the presence of youth 

workers from the Muslim religion would be of great benefit in allaying parental and com-

munity fears.

iv.  Leadership and Civic/Political Participation 

The research found that some of the young women wished to be involved in issue-based 

work. This was particularly apparent among the young African women who were already 

affiliated with a migrant women’s rights organisation. As one of them said, ‘we’re literally 

dying of ideas to improve our community or improve the nation.’ The young women’s 

responses reflected their concern with migrant-specific inequalities.

According to one participant:

We are migrant women in this country and we — I believe almost half of 

us here —have gone through … a bit of discrimination here and there, 

racism here and there and obviously it wouldn’t be an easy task changing 

that, but it would be great seeing us improving on that (Participant F, 

focus group 2). 

However, they also expressed a desire to be involved in issues affecting young people in 

Ireland generally. For example, when discussing her perceptions of the Irish education 

system, another participant noted that: 

[M]any [young] people feel like ‘I can’t get in [to college] anyways and I’m 

not going to strive for it.’ … Even the Irish kids themselves, they end up at 

a place of ‘I can just get a FETAC [course] and get a work’ and … it’s 

really not good, it limits the mind … So I would definitely change the 

educational system to such a way that it can accommodate everybody in 

their different ways to strive for a better education, a better future 

because at the end of the day it brings out a better country (Participant J, 

focus group 2). 

Some of the participants demonstrated significant potential for youth leadership. One 

young person recalled how: 

We were sitting in Stephen’s Green yesterday after [a] … conference 

talking about different issues and it was so empowering and so motivat-

ing … We talked about real issues that were happening and they got to a 

point of even coming up with solutions and making connections between 

different things (Participant I, focus group 2). 

The potential for leadership and an interest in issues facing young people among migrant 

young people was also evident during discussions at the youth leadership training deliv-

ered by the CCRYS intercultural youth project. The participants in this training were from 

a range of ethnic minority backgrounds. One of the CCRYS project workers noted:

LGBT stuff came out during the training mainly through the Muslim girls 

that wear the veil. They were actually really, really concerned that their 

LGBT peers wouldn't be supported. It was really Interesting. All of them 

mentioned LGBT as an issue that they felt really strongly about

 v. Racism and Exclusion 

A key issue to emerge from across the all interviews and focus groups was the degree to 

which racism had become a ‘normal’ feature of young people’s lives. The research also 

found that, while friendships with young ‘Irish’ people had been formed, young people 

also experienced exclusion among their peers. 

Participants discussed misrepresentations of and racist attitudes towards both Muslims 

and black Africans. These had a significant impact on the young people whose respons-

es ranged from frustration to a deep sense of hurt. Some participants were frustrated by 

ignorance, misinformation or generalisations about Africa. According to one young 

person: 

I’ve lived in Africa. It’s not just bushes and forests and everything. Things 

happen in Africa. Beautiful things. But then again the way the Irish people 

ask is from the perception that they’ve been given. ‘Oh it’s just poverty. 

The people there are just struggling.’ All this kind of stuff. And they 

wouldn’t really know our cultures and the way we act to certain things 

(Participant K, focus group 2).

Another young person who had migrated to Ireland as a young adult recalled a conversa-

tion she had had with her younger brother who was born in Ireland. 

When I came to this country, my little brother asked me a question … ‘Do 

you sleep on a bed in Africa?’ And I said ‘hold on little brother. Why do 

you ask this question?’ And he was like ‘because our teacher was talking 

to us about Africa and he was saying literally that in Africa most people 

live in the bush, they don’t sleep on beds, they don’t have telly … like 

they’re struggling in Africa.’ And I said to him ‘Baby, when you go to 

school tomorrow, you tell teacher Africans are humans. They have a bed, 

they have telly’ (Participant F, focus group 2)

The following quotation from one young person typified the view among the Muslim girls 

that they were constantly judged on the basis of crimes committed in the name of Islam:

 

Sometimes, in the news they judge a whole community based on 10 

people and … that’s why people mostly when they see Muslims they think 

… ‘these people don’t give education to girls, they’re just bad, they do 

bombs, and 9/11 and stuff.’ They don’t think about the other good stuff we 

do (Participant P, focus group 3). 

Similarly, her friend commented that:

If they said something in the news that’s bad about Muslims, it does not 

mean I’m one of them. Maybe I’ve got other thinking. Maybe … they’re 

thinking they want to kill people, I’m not like that ... Islam is all about 

peace and loving people (Participant M, focus group 3).

Experiences of racism emerged too in the accounts of the young African women. One 

participant described the emotional and exclusionary effects of racist discourses about 

black Africans: 

Because most people think you just came from Africa and then started 

taking things from us, benefits, job-wise and other stuff. So I feel like a 

gold-digger (Participant F, focus group 2). 

In a similar vein, another young person noted:

Even sometimes I’m scared to go into ... the social welfare offices 

because I see all these eyes around me. I can’t wait to finish college and 

get myself a job so I don’t have to go back in there. It’s so scary. You go 

in there and you feel like ’oh my days, they’re all looking at me.’ I feel like 

I shouldn’t be here (Participant K, focus group 2).

The wounding effects of online racism and its consequences for migrants’ participation 

and sense of belonging in Irish society were also mentioned by a number of research 

participants. For one young person:

I feel if I read stuff in the media, if someone writes an article about 

migrants or stuff like that, the kind of comments from people - literally 

when I read them I feel, well these are people, this is society, that’s what 

they’re saying about migrants in the country. And when you read them, 

they are really, really horrible. It feels like ‘I should just hide in my room. I 

shouldn’t come out’… They smile but just pretending, but not letting some-

one fully in. Because what they write in the media and stuff like that isn’t 

really good, isn’t positive about migrants (Participant K, focus group 2).

In addition to general racist attitudes, participants also noted instances of bullying or 

exclusion by their peers which they believed were related to their Muslim identity, though 

it is important to emphasise that some participants also spoke of their Irish classmates 

being their ‘bestos’ [best friends]. One of them recalled:

Like in my class on the first day, one of the girls she didn’t really like me 

because I was wearing a scarf but then even like when I was writing with 

a pencil, I asked her did she want to write with it, and she was like ‘no, I 

won’t touch that’. And I was like ‘ok that’s your decision. What are you 

going to write with?’ And then in the school years, we’re actually like best 

pals now, literally. She just like knows me now. She just thought I was bad 

or something (Participant P, focus group 3). 

Another participant said:

Well I get bullied because I’m Muslim and I still do … I told my teacher 

and then she apologised to me and then she’s really nice to me. But then 

these girls these days, they’re not that nice to me. I’m actually not really 

sure why they’re not nice to me maybe because of the colour of my skin 

or something. But they like everybody else in the class and they don’t like 

me mostly. When people have birthday parties, this girl she had a birth-

day party and she invited the whole class except me (Participant Q, focus 

group 3). 

A further manifestation of racism and exclusion highlighted in the research were the phys-

ical threats or racist encounters from strangers in public experienced by some of the 

young people. These encounters took a highly gendered form particularly as they related 

to stereotypes about black women’s sexuality. One young person recalled:

On the buses I’ve had experience where these guys are like ‘come marry 

me, I’ll give you a green card’ and all this … And older guys as well …on 

the streets sometimes. I don’t think they would say the same thing to a 

young Irish person … I look like a kid! I could have been any age, coming 

up to you and being like ‘Hey, do you want to sleep with me tonight?’, like 

propositioning you … I’ve had a friend who was asked if she’s a prostitute 

(Participant I, focus group 2). 

A fellow participant responded that this had happened to her also: 

I was just innocently standing at a bus stop and someone said ‘do you 

want to come with me?’ I said ‘where?’ ‘I will pay you good’. I mean I really 

felt like ‘what do you take me for? You really think I’m just standing here 

waiting for you to ask me if you will pay me well’ (Participant H, focus 

group 2). 

The threat to young people’s safety and bodily integrity as a consequence of racism was 

also named by the CCRYS project workers. This, it was felt, had implications for youth 

work: 

When we did the training with the young people ... the sense that I got 

was they really, really want to get involved in stuff but there's an issue of 

safety. Really they don't feel safe in a lot of the spaces that are offered for 

them. In terms of the youth services, geographically again, we're talking 

about youth projects that are in areas that are pretty difficult, so the 

services that can provide a service to these young people or that are 

equipped to do it are not in areas that actually are safe enough for these 

young people to access. 

According to her colleague:

If you unpack the issues that young women are coming up against, 

there's mad stuff all together. If you're talking about the young women in 

the [mosque] ... if you can get to a conversation of their experience of 

living in the area, or areas like it, lots of stuff is coming up around how safe 

they feel on the streets, around … racist incidents, getting their hijabs 

pulled off them, being spat at, all that kind of stuff. It's so normalised, it's 

mad, crazy, you know? And not having a space to process that and just 

that sense of 'that's just the way it is.’

The parent of a young Muslim girl noted that: 

There is a lot of Islamaphobia going around at the moment. I do fear 

where I send my kids. I have to have different nationalities in that group to 

feel that my kids are going to be safe. If it’s just an all-Irish place, I’m not 

comfortable … I’m not comfortable, because they will always come back 

and say ‘So-and-so said this. So-and-so said that’ … I mean I’m not 

saying I want every single box to be ticked, even if it was just [a] multi-cul-

tural [group], I would be quite happy. 

Her responses also highlighted how her daughter’s agency and ‘voice’ were constrained 

by macro social policy concerning Muslims beyond Ireland, in this case the so-called 

‘Preventing Violent Extremism’   agenda in the UK. She explained that she liked to give her 

daughter the tools to respond to misrepresentations of Islam by teachers or peers. Howev-

er, she also cautioned her daughter to ‘be careful what you say [at school]’: 

Because she’s very voiceful. She gives her opinion. I’m also fearful at the 

moment of what’s happening in the UK. The government is asking 

schools to keep an eye on students to see who is extremist, and they 

should be reported and everything. I say to her ‘you have to be careful’. I 

don’t know what the agenda is here.

Finally, young people’s strategies for coping with racism or exclusion were mentioned. 

Both CCRYS workers noted that humour was one way in which young people managed 

their experiences of racism. For instance, young Muslims might humorously take on a 

stereotype as a means of satirising and coping with the association between Islam and 

terrorism:

I see [this use of humour by] young people in lots of different ways. It’s 

putting [the stereotype] out there and [saying] ‘I’ll get there before you do, 

you know?’ ‘This is who I am. And I know what you think. And [I] can laugh 

at it.’

It was further suggested that young people might ‘self-exclude’ from mainstream youth 

work or other related ‘white’ spaces in search of better ways of processing their experienc-

es. According to one young person: 

When you see [how] … the media [represent us] … [and]  all the experi-

ences that we’ve had, and you think about going to a predominantly white 

youth centre … with all that baggage, it’s kind of almost easier not to and 

to maybe self-organise … Because all of these things have an effect on 

you. So maybe you think forming a group that’s not [already] there, that’s 

with people who have shared experiences would be easier and more 

helpful (Participant I, focus group 2). 

4.2 The Role of Youth Work
In this section, we consider in turn the implications for youth work of each of the themes 

addressed in the preceding section with reference to relevant literature. We then discuss 

research findings which related specifically to youth work, highlighting its potential but 

also the ongoing challenges which remain with regard to the participation of young people 

from ethnic minority groups.  

i. Migration, Identity and Belonging

Our findings indicate that youth workers working with young people from ethnic minority 

groups may need to be aware of how issues pertaining to their personal and social identity 

affect their sense of belonging and wellbeing. The potential role of youth work in this 

regard was summed up by one of the CCRYS project workers: 

We have a whole generation of young people who are trying to negotiate 

what it feels to be both Muslim and Irish, both black and Irish and I see 

them struggling with this stuff. So that's one side of it. But I also see them 

have all the other stuff that happens to young people – having to deal with 

relationships and broken hearts and having trouble with school and 

clashing with their friends and stuff on the internet and getting into 

trouble. So you have all that … stuff of being a teenager … and then they 

have this extra layer of stuff … For me that's where youth work comes in. 

[It] makes space for young people to make sense of their own social 

reality and help them negotiate this. 

The findings also suggest that youth workers must walk a fine line between offering 

support where necessary while avoiding a situation where young people may feel inap-

propriately singled out (see also ní Laoire, et al, 2011). This work must take place in 

spaces where young people feel safe. Some of the findings - for instance, the comment 

by participant I above -indicate that this may need to happen in identity-specific groups 

or in groups comprising young people with shared exposure to or experience of the 

issue(s) in question. This is in keeping with commonly-held youth work values and 

approaches which are concerned with developing flexible responses to the particular 

needs of young people as they arise. 

ii. Parental and Community Regulation

While all young people face constraints on their personal autonomy, our research found 

evidence that young people from ethnic minorities may be subjected to greater parental 

regulation and community expectation than their ‘Irish’ peers. This suggests that youth 

work may have a role in providing a space for young people to process the sometimes 

conflicting expectations which they may face. It also raises challenges for how the princi-

ple of self-determination — that is ‘the non-directive enabling of young people to make 

decisions and choices in their lives’ (Imam and Bowler, 2010: 144)  — has traditionally 

been understood within youth work practice. For example, some parental involvement in 

activity choices may have to be countenanced in order to facilitate inclusion. 

This theme underscores the advice of previous strategies and guides for intercultural 

youth work (Lynam, 2009; NYCI/Youthnet, 2012) which emphasised that youth workers 

may need to purposively and patiently spend time building up the trust and buy-in of 

parents, guardians and community leaders. It also suggests that youth workers may need 

to be aware of the greater restrictions placed on some young migrants’ free time when 

planning the timing and location of activities.  

iii. Religious Beliefs and Observance

The centrality of religious faith in many young people’s lives carries with it a number of 

implications for youth work. Firstly, it suggests that practitioners need to increase their 

religious literacy. Indeed, there is some evidence of nascent efforts by youth workers to 

achieve this. One youth worker interviewed for the research noted that workers in her 

project who were working with Muslim children and parents in their homework club were 

‘trying to educate themselves [about different religions], so they’ve gotten books that are 

child-friendly around religion.’ 

With regard to young people’s location at the interface between conflicting value systems, 

the findings imply that youth workers may have a role to play in supporting young people 

to discuss and debate different worldviews in a safe and respectful environment. There 

may also be a role for youth work in supporting young people to discuss complex issues 

surrounding individual sexuality which may not be addressed at home. For instance, 

according to one of the migrant community leaders: 

A lot of what is going there are issues … to do with sexuality, and sexual 

identity that you’d find within the African community it’s a no-go area. 

People assume there are no gay people or … whatever … You cannot 

lead them … but you need to create space where the conversations can 

be had (Participant A, focus group 1).

Changes to youth work practice may also be required in order to accommodate the religi-

osity within many ethnic minority families. For example, our research found evidence of 

how one youth project within the Canal Communities area managed, after some difficul-

ties, to accommodate the needs of the Muslim children in relation to Halal food. 

With regard to young Muslim women specifically, the research indicates that youth work-

ers must find ways of accommodating the parental regulation which they may face, while 

avoiding stereotypes of young Muslim women as passive or without a voice (see McGarry, 

2012). It is also important not to create the impression that religious observance should or 

could inevitably exclude them from youth work. Up to 18 young girls from one Dublin 

mosque engaged with the CCRYS intercultural youth project during its lifetime. For two or 

three of these young people, their participation was confined to activities within the 

mosque. For most of the others, their participation was permitted in youth activities outside 

the mosque where relationships of trust had been established with those carrying them 

out and if one of the Muslim volunteers was also present. One of the CCRYS intercultural 

youth project workers expressed the view that with more time, they could have deepened 

the relationship of trust with Muslim parents and religious leaders to a point where more 

young women could access activities without the involvement of parents or adult mem-

bers of the Muslim community. This also underlines the importance of involving workers 

and volunteers from ethnic minority communities in youth work. 

In order to widen the participation of young Muslim women in youth work, however, the 

provision of youth work to gender-specific groups will have to be considered (see also 

McGarry, 2012; for an opposing perspective, see Cressey, 2006). Failure to offer a dedi-

cated space to young Muslim women will result in their exclusion. There is considerable 

precedent for gender-specific groups within youth work. These have been undertaken 

with members of the Traveller Community and in relation to matters such as sexual health 

(NYCI, 2012). Gender-specific youth work has long been regarded as a means of 

addressing the specific needs of young women and of mitigating young women’s margin-

alisation within youth work spaces (Hanbury, Lee and Batsleer, 2010). 

Finally, in highlighting this theme, we also suggest that, as practitioners, we avoid a binary 

understanding of the differences between Muslim and non-Muslim/Christian and 

non-Christian value systems and remember that religious and cultural communities are 

complex, heterogeneous and dynamic. As we have seen, differing interpretations of 

religious doctrine and cultural practices — such as the prohibition on ‘free-mixing’ (mixed 

activities between male and female) or attitudes to young women’s sporting activities 

—are evident among adherents of the same faith.

iv. Leadership and Civic/Political Participation

Many of our findings challenge stereotypes of young migrants as passively ‘in need’ of 

integration (see ní Laoire et al, 2011). This is particularly in evidence in the findings relat-

ing to young people’s leadership and desire to activate social change. While we cannot 

make any claims as to the typicality of these young people’s perspectives, such findings 

appear highly relevant to youth work given its central concern with enabling young 

people’s voice. Furthermore, it is significant that the young African women had self-organ-

ised as a group, with the support of the migrant women’s organisation and of CCRYS itself. 

This indicates a possible role for youth workers and other trusted allies in enabling young 

migrants’ self-organisation where such a need exists.  

v. Racism and Exclusion

Our research confirms the findings of previous research in relation to the prevalence of 

racism in young migrants’ lives (see also Gilligan et al, 2010; ní Laoire, 2011; Szlovák and 

Szewczyk, 2015). This theme has a number of important consequences for youth work.

 

Firstly, a meaningful youth work relationship may help young people to process their expe-

riences of racism, experiences which are multi-faceted and gendered. Secondly, critical, 

open, non-judgemental conversations of the type advocated by Thomas and Henri (2011) 

are crucial to supporting young people to address their racist views. Youth work’s capaci-

ty for creative, flexible approaches is relevant in this regard.  For example, one youth 

worker described her project’s use of ‘Theatre of the Oppressed’ methodology with young 

people as a means of initiating what Thomas (2002: 60) calls ‘conversations with a 

purpose’ in relation to matters of social injustice. Nonetheless, deeply held racist attitudes 

among some of the young people attending some youth services are clearly a problem to 

which there is no easy solution. Thomas and Henri (2011) who have worked with young 

white people within communities characterised by deep racial divisions in northern 

England have suggested that opportunities for cross-community interaction on a planned 

and sustained basis can make a difference here. Where young people cannot attend 

youth services due to fears of racism and personal safety or who ‘self-exclude’ in the 

manner described by some of our young participants, there is an imperative that alterna-

tive spaces for flexible, youth-centred support are identified and resourced. All these 

steps may depend on youth organisations building greater fluency around racism and 

diversity issues.

 vi. Barriers to Accessing Youth Work

In addition to the findings set out above, the research identified a number of barriers to the 

participation in youth work by young people from ethnic minorities. These relate to how 

youth work is often structured and resourced. 

Firstly, constraints associated with the geographical boundaries of youth organisation’s 

catchment areas were noted. It was suggested by the CCRYS intercultural youth project 

workers that many young people from ethnic minorities are congregating in spaces, such 

as their mosque, which are outside the areas in which they live. This means that they are 

less likely to access youth work services in the areas where they reside.  

Secondly and relatedly, the sort of outreach which is traditionally undertaken by youth 

services, for instance, through street work or in social housing estates, does not enable 

contact with young people who are congregating in different sorts of spaces, such as 

mosques. This can render them invisible to youth services.  

Thirdly, although we have mentioned matters of ethnic identity, the question of social class 

is also relevant to our study. Youth work in some areas has been built up over many years 

to respond to the needs of young people deemed ‘at risk’ due to their specific experiences 

of class-based exclusion and inequality.   Such youth services may use models of practice 

which are focused on the issues facing young people ‘at risk’ of involvement in addiction 

or crime. It was suggested that these issues may not be as relevant to many young people 

from ethnic minority communities. According to one youth worker for instance:  

Young people come here when their needs are not being met. Their risk 

level is very different. Drug use is quite serious here and young people 

quite young are getting involved in running and taking drugs, particularly 

smoking grass and I mean from 9, 10 years of age, very young. I don’t see 

Muslim children getting involved in that kind of activity. 

Finally, a shortage of resources placed significant pressure on youth organisations and 

undermined their capacity to keep the issue of intercultural youth work consistently on 

their agenda. According to one youth worker, for example:

We are down to the wire here and I’m really not just moaning saying that, 

we genuinely are. There’s a lot of stuff we’ve had to just drop because we 

just can’t manage it. And I’m really trying to be careful that people don’t 

do over their hours. Because you can get burned out very easily. 

Her colleague in another youth project expressed the view that

When things get very busy we revert to type. We go back to ... what we 

are supposed to do – all about those [young people] most at risk that 

present in that chaotic way … so it can be very easy to put [efforts to 

include ethnic minority young people] by the wayside … because there is 

so much [else to do] … You have to have that passion within you, you 

have to have that want within you [to do additional work to reach ethnic 

minority young people]. It’s not as if you’re going to have nothing [else] to 

do. So someone has to come and say – and from up high, our funders – 

that this is an issue, this is something that we want you to look at.

One of the CCRYS project workers expressed the view that:  

Youth projects, from what I can see, that engage with more diverse young 

people - in the sense of class - seem to find it easier to attract young 

people from ethnic minority communities … I think it might be linked to 

resources. Projects that are stripped to the bare bones [often] concen-

trate on firefighting with the most ‘at risk’ young people and this can 

create youth work spaces that are inaccessible or tough for minority 

ethnic young people. 

vii. The Potential of Youth Work 

Although we have highlighted barriers within youth work, our research also illuminated its 

relevance and the potential it offers for including young people from ethnic minority 

groups and for addressing some of their needs. Firstly, despite the constraints they faced, 

there was evidence of a ‘buy-in’ from youth services to the principle of inclusive youth 

work. According to one youth worker for example:

I was a very loud voice in team meetings that we don’t need to change 

any strategy [to include more young people from ethnic minorities], that 

young people are young people and the door is always open, it’s all about 

voluntary participation. If they want to come, we’ll sort it out then and 

integrate. I still have part of those views. But with [CCRYS intercultural 

youth project worker] arriving and some of the conversations with her … 

it just let me know that it’s just not that simple. In a way that was a bit of a 

cop-out … you have to make that effort. You have to make it appealing in 

some way, shape or form.

One of the youth projects in the area had succeeded in including young people from a 

range of ethnic minority backgrounds in mainstream youth work activities. Another project 

had not succeeded in attracting many teenagers from ethnic minority communities but it 

had a significant numbers of Muslim children in its homework club. She recalled:

[We] would always encourage in the homework clubs that parents would 

go along to trips and different things. So the Muslim women just took it up 

really quickly. I’ve often seen them bringing in food and everything to the 

homework clubs. Particularly in the summer project they were making 

sweets that they make and the kids were all loving them. And it was 

getting to a point last summer where the kids were putting orders in, 

saying ‘will you bring sweets to this trip?’ And it was all really nice. And it 

was a really nice way to integrate the kids in and the parents in, and I 

suppose to try and tackle the whole racism issue, but in a normal way. 

 

Secondly, youth work’s flexibility and its capacity to engage young people and foster 

cross-community interaction in creative ways also emerged. A youth worker recalled a 

project organised in collaboration with the CCRYS intercultural youth project:

The graffiti around Fatima… was a project that we did with two artists 

[who] came over from England. One was Muslim and one was 

English-Irish so we did graffiti on the pitch around there. It was basically 

of the flats and a butterfly emerging [to symbolise] the whole regeneration 

[process] because the Muslim symbols are very similar to the old Celtic 

symbols so that was put onto it as well. So that and the fact that one of the 

artists was Muslim, the young people were asking a lot of questions about 

stuff that they’re just curious about, that they don’t understand. And we 

[youth workers] were as well because there’s loads I obviously don’t know 

… And the young people, because they were able to talk to him and he 

Our parents have a different mindset 

was a graffiti artist, so he was cool and they were asking him loads of 

questions and he was very honest … So that was really good. 

Thirdly, youth work offers a means where young people can simply be ‘young’ without the 

label of ‘migrant’. For instance, one young person recalled her participation in Foróige’s 

‘Big Brother, Big Sister’ mentoring programme:

I loved [it] because there wasn’t really anything about me being from a 

migrant background. It was about me being a role model for another 

young person growing up in my school and stuff like that (Participant G, 

focus group 2).
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In what follows, we outline our findings with regard to our previously stated research aims. 

Our first section below, ‘Issues Experienced by Young People from Ethnic Minorities’, 
identifies five significant, intertwined themes. These are, firstly, the challenges young 

people face in navigating the multiple and sometimes conflicting forces which shape their 

sense of personal and social identity and which inform their sense of belonging; secondly, 

the impact on young people of parental and community expectations; thirdly, the signifi-

cance of religious observance and religious influences in young people’s lives; fourthly, 

opportunities for leadership and civic or political participation and fifthly, the ongoing 

reality of racism in young people’s lives.

 

The next section, ‘the Role of Youth Work’, considers the implications for youth work of 

these themes and provides an account of our findings with regard to youth work and the 

inclusion of young people from ethnic minorities. The subsequent section, ‘CCRYS Inter-
cultural Youth Project: What Lessons Can We Learn?’, focuses specifically on the 

experiences of the intercultural youth project within CCRYS. We analyse some of the key 

successes, challenges and complexities which the project and its partner organisations 

encountered during its lifetime and consider the implications of these for youth work. 

Our final section provides some brief conclusions to the study and offers recommenda-

tions for furthering youth work with young migrants based on the results of our study. 

4.1 Issues Experienced by Young People 
from Ethnic Minorities 
i.        Migration, Identity and Belonging 
Our research suggested that young people, particularly those who were born in Ireland or 

who arrived here as children, feel an affinity with more than one national or cultural identi-

ty. For instance, in their responses to a question on this matter on the questionnaire 

distributed prior to the focus groups, some of the young people described themselves in 

hyphenated terms such as ‘Irish-Congolese’, ‘Cameroonian-Irish’ or ‘Palestinian-Irish’. 

The research also indicated, however, that young people can face difficulties in navigat-

ing and expressing the different aspects of their ethnic and cultural identities. These 

difficulties manifested in a number of areas. Firstly, it was apparent that many young 

people do not identify with their ‘country of origin’ as strongly as their parents or older 

siblings. In a quotation which underscores the child-specific nature of the migration expe-

rience, one migrant community leader suggested that:

 

[Many] parents don’t seem to understand what migration is for their kids. 

Like for me, I can always say ‘I can go back to Zimbabwe’. But for [the 

young people], Zimbabwe … [is] not necessarily home. [In] Ireland … 

people meet them and say ‘go back to Africa’. But that’s not a reality for 

them. So because of colour of skin or even because of religion there’s an 

expectation that when you say ‘home’ you mean somewhere outside of 

Ireland or off the continent of Europe. And because parents have 

options [to go to another place they call ‘home’], they don’t seem to 

realise that their kids don’t have that option and nobody is talking about 

[this] (Participant A, focus group 1). 

The complex socialisation and sense of identity of second and ‘1.5’ generation young 

people meant that they sometimes have to negotiate differing expectations. A CCRYS 

project worker described the sorts of issues which she had discussed with young 

people: 

   

They were saying that … a lot of their parents want them to keep their 

culture but a lot of parents want them to assimilate and they will push 

them to do stuff. The young people keep saying that they [are] being 

pushed everywhere and in all directions and by everybody … A huge 

amount of pressure … And … [their] sense of Irishness, it seems really 

complex, really difficult, more so because there is no space given to 

them for support with it and no one is giving them that support

Secondly, young people recalled difficulties in ‘escaping’ particular labels or responses 

which made them feel ‘different’ at a time when they wished to blend in with their peers. 

According to one young person: 

I’ve been involved in mainstream youth work … when I was younger ... 

They had certain things that I was really interested in like a youth forum 

and a choir. So I felt listened to … But I think youth work sometimes is 

very constrained and for people maybe from a migrant background it 

might be harder. Because at this age when you’re young you’re trying to 

navigate your identity and when you go into a youth club — that’s your 

identity. You’re black. You’re from a migrant background. And it’s some-

thing that’s stamped on you and I think people might shy away from that 

a little bit. I went through that as well. Because first of all I have interests 

but when you go there they’re like ‘oh where are you from?’ All these ques-

tions and you’re not really sure where you stand as well in your identity as 

yourself (Participant I, focus group 2). 

Relatedly, although some participants felt that culturally-related events to promote interac-

tion among young people were of value, the efficacy of once-off ‘intercultural’ days based 

on superficial markers of culture was questioned. One migrant community leader noted:

 

We were talking … to some kids, they were saying that some schools do 

… cultural days … and they say ‘you bring whatever from your country’, 

and they [the young people] were saying they don’t like it because it 

means they are on the platform, they are being showcased ... this is the 

show and everyone has to pay attention to them (Participant A, focus 

group 1). 

Finally, despite the desire to minimise their ethnic or cultural differences, paradoxically 

perhaps, the need for young people to find a ‘voice’ and a space with other young people 

to discuss and process those very factors which render them different was identified. 

Another migrant leader noted that:

I was born in [North Africa] and I grew up in [Europe] and … the pressure 

you are talking about, the parents, the community … Like each individual 

experiences it in a different way and they have a different way to go 

through it and manage it. But … there’s a conflict around them [young 

people] and a conflict in them. So I know how they feel and I know when 

they are given a voice, they can get to the next step (Participant C, focus 

group 1).

One of the young participants described some of the reasons for her participation in a 

self-organised young women’s group: 

If you ask many of us now compared to our parents’ mindset it’s going to 

be totally changing [different] from their mindsets so [participating in this 

group], it’s this thing of ‘we have a common ground’. Because here we 

are caught in two positions – we’ve come to this new society where they 

have their own way of going; our parents have their own way of going at 

home. Where does the balance step in? Do I have people who under-

stand that balance in my head? (Participant G, focus group 2). 

ii. Parental and Community Regulation

A second, interrelated topic to emerge from the data was the impact on young people of 

intergenerational differences with regard to matters such as appropriate behaviour or 

cultural norms. Young people often had to deal with differences between the expectations 

of their parents or communities and those of their peers and the wider ‘Irish’ community. 

For instance, culturally specific understandings of young people’s personal autonomy 

were apparent. During discussions with the young African women, the matter of parental 

discipline was discussed. One participant argued that:

 

Our parents have a different mindset. … Because if I want to … maybe … 

blend in with the real [sic] kids who grew up here, their parents let them 

go out at 14 until 10pm, at 15 until 11pm, all the parties. And my parents 

are like ‘you better be home at 7’ (Participant J, focus group 2). 

She added that: 

I know African people have many different cultures, but I think one thing 

that we have in common is our parents – there’s some kind of discipline 

that runs around Africa. I don’t know how, why, but it’s present in nearly 

every country

There was a gendered dimension to the theme of young people’s autonomy, though 

young women’s sense of agency also emerged strongly from the data. Another partici-

pant suggested that: 

Even in our own families how we’re treated because we’re girls to our 

brothers is totally different, and how sometimes -  I’m talking from my own 

experience here – as if I had an older brother, he probably would have 

been allowed out and about and been involved in a lot of things more than 

I would I feel. Unfortunately my parents are unlucky they got a girl that is 

kind of like a boy – so I didn’t really need that permission, I just went for it 

(Participant G, focus group 2). 

While limitations on young people’s autonomy appears to stem from particular cultural 

and religious attitudes towards matters such as gender, parenting and childhood, they 

are also partly attributable to parental fears for their children’s safety in a context of signifi-

cant levels of societal racism – a theme we address in more detail below. For example, the 

parent whom we interviewed noted that: 

[My daughter] has said to me ‘Mum, I want to go in a protest’. I’m saying 

‘no you’re not going’. Because in the protest things can go wrong and 

you’ve put yourself in danger. So you have to protect yourself. There is 

other ways of protesting — whether it’s writing or voicing — but don’t go 

there and be screaming and shouting. People have different kinds of 

banners on them … So you have to choose carefully in what you partici-

pate in and don’t participate in. We are still a minority here and it’s very 

easy for people to attack us. So I am very, very cautious.

She recalled the responses of some of her daughter’s friends upon hearing that she was 

allowed to travel alone on the bus:

 

[My daughter] was talking to some of the Muslim girls, and they were like 

'Your parents let you get the bus? Aren't you scared? They let you? That's 

so dangerous!' But this is what they have been told.  It's unsafe for you to 

be outside.

It was also noted that young women can face pressures from their wider communities with 

regard to expectations of appropriate behaviour. In reference to the young Muslim women 

she worked with, one of the CCRYS project workers noted that:

[Many people in their community have] an opinion about them and are 

very vocal about it. They have women who aren’t related to them but are 

‘aunties’ telling them that they shouldn’t have Facebook [etc.] … and 

others are saying ‘no it’s fine’.

A group of young Muslim women became enthusiastic members of a football club for girls. 

While their participation was supported by their parents, it was also met with some nega-

tive responses from other community members. According to the same project worker:

 

Stuff … comes up for the girls [who are] playing soccer in the hijab … 

There is a bit of a backlash from some people in the community saying 

'this isn't for Muslims'. So they're pushing in a particular direction. But 

there's a huge amount of pressure put on them which says, 'Ok, if you 

want to play football, you have to be a perfect Muslim. You don't give them 

[some members of the community] anything that they can throw at you'. 

So they're carrying this responsibility. They're pushing forward and they're 

groundbreakers. But they're not allowed to make mistakes like other 

young people do as the … community is watching them. 

 

While parental and community regulation can constrain the activities of some young 

Muslims, there is also clear evidence of a diversity of perspectives among migrant 

parents and leaders. While careful not to expose their children to harm, the parent and 

leader whom we interviewed both acted as positive role models for the young women in 

their care and were anxious that they had as many opportunities for social interaction and 

personal development as possible. As the parent explained with regard to youth work:

It … empower[s] the girls with tools that they could actually bring to their 

future life … [My daughter] understands more about youth work and 

participating and voicing and how … to do a campaign ... This is some-

thing that was alien to me and it was alien to her as well. When she came 

last night [from the CCRYS leadership training] she said ‘that was really 

intense. I don’t know if I took anything in.’ But she did, you know? From 

talking to her, she had [taken it in] … And this is something I would like 

my daughter or my children to carry on with. 

iii.  Religious Beliefs and Observance 

Religious faith and practice were central features in the lives of many of the young partici-

pants in this study. Three key findings were noted with regard to this. Firstly, religion is a 

key source of support and strength in their lives. The following comment from one young 

person exemplified this view:

Church … again comes down to this idea of community. You are sharing 

something in common, you’re supporting each other’s faith as well and 

also I think the support does not just come from the people but from your 

belief itself. Because I believe in God and I get my strength from knowing 

that he is going to help me (Participant G, focus group 2). 

Secondly, the research found that young people are often located at the intersection of 

different value systems and that their religious backgrounds played a key role in this. It 

was suggested that negotiating these different value systems created tensions and pres-

sures in the young people’s lives. For example, the focus group with community and 

religious leaders occurred shortly after the 2015 Marriage Equality referendum in Ireland. 

It was pointed out by the participants that many people in their communities that were 

affiliated with African Pentecostal Churches were opposed to civil marriage for gay and 

lesbian people. The Methodist minister, for instance, noted that those among the second 

generation that supported a ‘no’ vote were reproached by their peers while those that 

advocated a ‘yes’ faced recrimination from their family or community. He added:

The school [is] educating the child for 20 hours a week. But any good 

African Pentecostal Church, you’re going to have a very high level of 

involvement with it. So there’s this double value formation … [At] my 

school, all the kids did a ‘vote yes’ thing and then in the evening you go to 

a prayer meeting, and it’s ‘vote no’. And it’s the … youth that are … having 

to negotiate [that] (Participant D, focus group 1) 

One of the CCRYS project workers noted the ‘conflictual messages’ which the young 

people were receiving: 

I remember that came out from [one young person during the leadership 

training we did] when she was talking about one of the challenges … 

about becoming an activist and getting projects off the ground. She 

named religious conservatism. But she constantly talks about different 

issues, about LGBT rights and I thought 'this is mad.' She’s probably hear-

ing all of these things [LGBT rights etc.] in school … and then she's prob-

ably hearing other things in other spaces. 

A third finding to emerge in relation to religious observance was its implications for partici-

pation in youth work. One of our focus group participants had established a girls’ group 

within her mosque. However, some other community members were fearful of her efforts 

to introduce structured youth activities. Their objections appeared to centre on a fear that 

involvement in youth activities might dilute or detract from the young people’s understand-

ing and practice of Islam. According to a parent of one of the girls:

[The young people] all want activities, they all want activities. But [some 

of] the older women – the mothers maybe - have objections. It’s a conflict 

of culture … between generations … [The young people are] going to 

non-Muslim schools. You know your environment influences you. And 

they’re still young as well you have to remember. They’re not fully under-

standing Islam … The older generations understand Islam better. And 

there’s kind of a conflict there. 

She mentioned that anyone working with Muslim youth would need to be very aware of ‘the 

needs of the Muslim child’, including, for instance, the prohibition of ‘free-mixing’, that is, 

socialising between young men and women. She further noted that the presence of youth 

workers from the Muslim religion would be of great benefit in allaying parental and com-

munity fears.

iv.  Leadership and Civic/Political Participation 

The research found that some of the young women wished to be involved in issue-based 

work. This was particularly apparent among the young African women who were already 

affiliated with a migrant women’s rights organisation. As one of them said, ‘we’re literally 

dying of ideas to improve our community or improve the nation.’ The young women’s 

responses reflected their concern with migrant-specific inequalities.

According to one participant:

We are migrant women in this country and we — I believe almost half of 

us here —have gone through … a bit of discrimination here and there, 

racism here and there and obviously it wouldn’t be an easy task changing 

that, but it would be great seeing us improving on that (Participant F, 

focus group 2). 

However, they also expressed a desire to be involved in issues affecting young people in 

Ireland generally. For example, when discussing her perceptions of the Irish education 

system, another participant noted that: 

[M]any [young] people feel like ‘I can’t get in [to college] anyways and I’m 

not going to strive for it.’ … Even the Irish kids themselves, they end up at 

a place of ‘I can just get a FETAC [course] and get a work’ and … it’s 

really not good, it limits the mind … So I would definitely change the 

educational system to such a way that it can accommodate everybody in 

their different ways to strive for a better education, a better future 

because at the end of the day it brings out a better country (Participant J, 

focus group 2). 

Some of the participants demonstrated significant potential for youth leadership. One 

young person recalled how: 

We were sitting in Stephen’s Green yesterday after [a] … conference 

talking about different issues and it was so empowering and so motivat-

ing … We talked about real issues that were happening and they got to a 

point of even coming up with solutions and making connections between 

different things (Participant I, focus group 2). 

The potential for leadership and an interest in issues facing young people among migrant 

young people was also evident during discussions at the youth leadership training deliv-

ered by the CCRYS intercultural youth project. The participants in this training were from 

a range of ethnic minority backgrounds. One of the CCRYS project workers noted:

LGBT stuff came out during the training mainly through the Muslim girls 

that wear the veil. They were actually really, really concerned that their 

LGBT peers wouldn't be supported. It was really Interesting. All of them 

mentioned LGBT as an issue that they felt really strongly about

 v. Racism and Exclusion 

A key issue to emerge from across the all interviews and focus groups was the degree to 

which racism had become a ‘normal’ feature of young people’s lives. The research also 

found that, while friendships with young ‘Irish’ people had been formed, young people 

also experienced exclusion among their peers. 

Participants discussed misrepresentations of and racist attitudes towards both Muslims 

and black Africans. These had a significant impact on the young people whose respons-

es ranged from frustration to a deep sense of hurt. Some participants were frustrated by 

ignorance, misinformation or generalisations about Africa. According to one young 

person: 

I’ve lived in Africa. It’s not just bushes and forests and everything. Things 

happen in Africa. Beautiful things. But then again the way the Irish people 

ask is from the perception that they’ve been given. ‘Oh it’s just poverty. 

The people there are just struggling.’ All this kind of stuff. And they 

wouldn’t really know our cultures and the way we act to certain things 

(Participant K, focus group 2).

Another young person who had migrated to Ireland as a young adult recalled a conversa-

tion she had had with her younger brother who was born in Ireland. 

When I came to this country, my little brother asked me a question … ‘Do 

you sleep on a bed in Africa?’ And I said ‘hold on little brother. Why do 

you ask this question?’ And he was like ‘because our teacher was talking 

to us about Africa and he was saying literally that in Africa most people 

live in the bush, they don’t sleep on beds, they don’t have telly … like 

they’re struggling in Africa.’ And I said to him ‘Baby, when you go to 

school tomorrow, you tell teacher Africans are humans. They have a bed, 

they have telly’ (Participant F, focus group 2)

The following quotation from one young person typified the view among the Muslim girls 

that they were constantly judged on the basis of crimes committed in the name of Islam:

 

Sometimes, in the news they judge a whole community based on 10 

people and … that’s why people mostly when they see Muslims they think 

… ‘these people don’t give education to girls, they’re just bad, they do 

bombs, and 9/11 and stuff.’ They don’t think about the other good stuff we 

do (Participant P, focus group 3). 

Similarly, her friend commented that:

If they said something in the news that’s bad about Muslims, it does not 

mean I’m one of them. Maybe I’ve got other thinking. Maybe … they’re 

thinking they want to kill people, I’m not like that ... Islam is all about 

peace and loving people (Participant M, focus group 3).

Experiences of racism emerged too in the accounts of the young African women. One 

participant described the emotional and exclusionary effects of racist discourses about 

black Africans: 

Because most people think you just came from Africa and then started 

taking things from us, benefits, job-wise and other stuff. So I feel like a 

gold-digger (Participant F, focus group 2). 

In a similar vein, another young person noted:

Even sometimes I’m scared to go into ... the social welfare offices 

because I see all these eyes around me. I can’t wait to finish college and 

get myself a job so I don’t have to go back in there. It’s so scary. You go 

in there and you feel like ’oh my days, they’re all looking at me.’ I feel like 

I shouldn’t be here (Participant K, focus group 2).

The wounding effects of online racism and its consequences for migrants’ participation 

and sense of belonging in Irish society were also mentioned by a number of research 

participants. For one young person:

I feel if I read stuff in the media, if someone writes an article about 

migrants or stuff like that, the kind of comments from people - literally 

when I read them I feel, well these are people, this is society, that’s what 

they’re saying about migrants in the country. And when you read them, 

they are really, really horrible. It feels like ‘I should just hide in my room. I 

shouldn’t come out’… They smile but just pretending, but not letting some-

one fully in. Because what they write in the media and stuff like that isn’t 

really good, isn’t positive about migrants (Participant K, focus group 2).

In addition to general racist attitudes, participants also noted instances of bullying or 

exclusion by their peers which they believed were related to their Muslim identity, though 

it is important to emphasise that some participants also spoke of their Irish classmates 

being their ‘bestos’ [best friends]. One of them recalled:

Like in my class on the first day, one of the girls she didn’t really like me 

because I was wearing a scarf but then even like when I was writing with 

a pencil, I asked her did she want to write with it, and she was like ‘no, I 

won’t touch that’. And I was like ‘ok that’s your decision. What are you 

going to write with?’ And then in the school years, we’re actually like best 

pals now, literally. She just like knows me now. She just thought I was bad 

or something (Participant P, focus group 3). 

Another participant said:

Well I get bullied because I’m Muslim and I still do … I told my teacher 

and then she apologised to me and then she’s really nice to me. But then 

these girls these days, they’re not that nice to me. I’m actually not really 

sure why they’re not nice to me maybe because of the colour of my skin 

or something. But they like everybody else in the class and they don’t like 

me mostly. When people have birthday parties, this girl she had a birth-

day party and she invited the whole class except me (Participant Q, focus 

group 3). 

A further manifestation of racism and exclusion highlighted in the research were the phys-

ical threats or racist encounters from strangers in public experienced by some of the 

young people. These encounters took a highly gendered form particularly as they related 

to stereotypes about black women’s sexuality. One young person recalled:

On the buses I’ve had experience where these guys are like ‘come marry 

me, I’ll give you a green card’ and all this … And older guys as well …on 

the streets sometimes. I don’t think they would say the same thing to a 

young Irish person … I look like a kid! I could have been any age, coming 

up to you and being like ‘Hey, do you want to sleep with me tonight?’, like 

propositioning you … I’ve had a friend who was asked if she’s a prostitute 

(Participant I, focus group 2). 

A fellow participant responded that this had happened to her also: 

I was just innocently standing at a bus stop and someone said ‘do you 

want to come with me?’ I said ‘where?’ ‘I will pay you good’. I mean I really 

felt like ‘what do you take me for? You really think I’m just standing here 

waiting for you to ask me if you will pay me well’ (Participant H, focus 

group 2). 

The threat to young people’s safety and bodily integrity as a consequence of racism was 

also named by the CCRYS project workers. This, it was felt, had implications for youth 

work: 

When we did the training with the young people ... the sense that I got 

was they really, really want to get involved in stuff but there's an issue of 

safety. Really they don't feel safe in a lot of the spaces that are offered for 

them. In terms of the youth services, geographically again, we're talking 

about youth projects that are in areas that are pretty difficult, so the 

services that can provide a service to these young people or that are 

equipped to do it are not in areas that actually are safe enough for these 

young people to access. 

According to her colleague:

If you unpack the issues that young women are coming up against, 

there's mad stuff all together. If you're talking about the young women in 

the [mosque] ... if you can get to a conversation of their experience of 

living in the area, or areas like it, lots of stuff is coming up around how safe 

they feel on the streets, around … racist incidents, getting their hijabs 

pulled off them, being spat at, all that kind of stuff. It's so normalised, it's 

mad, crazy, you know? And not having a space to process that and just 

that sense of 'that's just the way it is.’

The parent of a young Muslim girl noted that: 

There is a lot of Islamaphobia going around at the moment. I do fear 

where I send my kids. I have to have different nationalities in that group to 

feel that my kids are going to be safe. If it’s just an all-Irish place, I’m not 

comfortable … I’m not comfortable, because they will always come back 

and say ‘So-and-so said this. So-and-so said that’ … I mean I’m not 

saying I want every single box to be ticked, even if it was just [a] multi-cul-

tural [group], I would be quite happy. 

Her responses also highlighted how her daughter’s agency and ‘voice’ were constrained 

by macro social policy concerning Muslims beyond Ireland, in this case the so-called 

‘Preventing Violent Extremism’   agenda in the UK. She explained that she liked to give her 

daughter the tools to respond to misrepresentations of Islam by teachers or peers. Howev-

er, she also cautioned her daughter to ‘be careful what you say [at school]’: 

Because she’s very voiceful. She gives her opinion. I’m also fearful at the 

moment of what’s happening in the UK. The government is asking 

schools to keep an eye on students to see who is extremist, and they 

should be reported and everything. I say to her ‘you have to be careful’. I 

don’t know what the agenda is here.

Finally, young people’s strategies for coping with racism or exclusion were mentioned. 

Both CCRYS workers noted that humour was one way in which young people managed 

their experiences of racism. For instance, young Muslims might humorously take on a 

stereotype as a means of satirising and coping with the association between Islam and 

terrorism:

I see [this use of humour by] young people in lots of different ways. It’s 

putting [the stereotype] out there and [saying] ‘I’ll get there before you do, 

you know?’ ‘This is who I am. And I know what you think. And [I] can laugh 

at it.’

It was further suggested that young people might ‘self-exclude’ from mainstream youth 

work or other related ‘white’ spaces in search of better ways of processing their experienc-

es. According to one young person: 

When you see [how] … the media [represent us] … [and]  all the experi-

ences that we’ve had, and you think about going to a predominantly white 

youth centre … with all that baggage, it’s kind of almost easier not to and 

to maybe self-organise … Because all of these things have an effect on 

you. So maybe you think forming a group that’s not [already] there, that’s 

with people who have shared experiences would be easier and more 

helpful (Participant I, focus group 2). 

4.2 The Role of Youth Work
In this section, we consider in turn the implications for youth work of each of the themes 

addressed in the preceding section with reference to relevant literature. We then discuss 

research findings which related specifically to youth work, highlighting its potential but 

also the ongoing challenges which remain with regard to the participation of young people 

from ethnic minority groups.  

i. Migration, Identity and Belonging

Our findings indicate that youth workers working with young people from ethnic minority 

groups may need to be aware of how issues pertaining to their personal and social identity 

affect their sense of belonging and wellbeing. The potential role of youth work in this 

regard was summed up by one of the CCRYS project workers: 

We have a whole generation of young people who are trying to negotiate 

what it feels to be both Muslim and Irish, both black and Irish and I see 

them struggling with this stuff. So that's one side of it. But I also see them 

have all the other stuff that happens to young people – having to deal with 

relationships and broken hearts and having trouble with school and 

clashing with their friends and stuff on the internet and getting into 

trouble. So you have all that … stuff of being a teenager … and then they 

have this extra layer of stuff … For me that's where youth work comes in. 

[It] makes space for young people to make sense of their own social 

reality and help them negotiate this. 

The findings also suggest that youth workers must walk a fine line between offering 

support where necessary while avoiding a situation where young people may feel inap-

propriately singled out (see also ní Laoire, et al, 2011). This work must take place in 

spaces where young people feel safe. Some of the findings - for instance, the comment 

by participant I above -indicate that this may need to happen in identity-specific groups 

or in groups comprising young people with shared exposure to or experience of the 

issue(s) in question. This is in keeping with commonly-held youth work values and 

approaches which are concerned with developing flexible responses to the particular 

needs of young people as they arise. 

ii. Parental and Community Regulation

While all young people face constraints on their personal autonomy, our research found 

evidence that young people from ethnic minorities may be subjected to greater parental 

regulation and community expectation than their ‘Irish’ peers. This suggests that youth 

work may have a role in providing a space for young people to process the sometimes 

conflicting expectations which they may face. It also raises challenges for how the princi-

ple of self-determination — that is ‘the non-directive enabling of young people to make 

decisions and choices in their lives’ (Imam and Bowler, 2010: 144)  — has traditionally 

been understood within youth work practice. For example, some parental involvement in 

activity choices may have to be countenanced in order to facilitate inclusion. 

This theme underscores the advice of previous strategies and guides for intercultural 

youth work (Lynam, 2009; NYCI/Youthnet, 2012) which emphasised that youth workers 

may need to purposively and patiently spend time building up the trust and buy-in of 

parents, guardians and community leaders. It also suggests that youth workers may need 

to be aware of the greater restrictions placed on some young migrants’ free time when 

planning the timing and location of activities.  

iii. Religious Beliefs and Observance

The centrality of religious faith in many young people’s lives carries with it a number of 

implications for youth work. Firstly, it suggests that practitioners need to increase their 

religious literacy. Indeed, there is some evidence of nascent efforts by youth workers to 

achieve this. One youth worker interviewed for the research noted that workers in her 

project who were working with Muslim children and parents in their homework club were 

‘trying to educate themselves [about different religions], so they’ve gotten books that are 

child-friendly around religion.’ 

With regard to young people’s location at the interface between conflicting value systems, 

the findings imply that youth workers may have a role to play in supporting young people 

to discuss and debate different worldviews in a safe and respectful environment. There 

may also be a role for youth work in supporting young people to discuss complex issues 

surrounding individual sexuality which may not be addressed at home. For instance, 

according to one of the migrant community leaders: 

A lot of what is going there are issues … to do with sexuality, and sexual 

identity that you’d find within the African community it’s a no-go area. 

People assume there are no gay people or … whatever … You cannot 

lead them … but you need to create space where the conversations can 

be had (Participant A, focus group 1).

Changes to youth work practice may also be required in order to accommodate the religi-

osity within many ethnic minority families. For example, our research found evidence of 

how one youth project within the Canal Communities area managed, after some difficul-

ties, to accommodate the needs of the Muslim children in relation to Halal food. 

With regard to young Muslim women specifically, the research indicates that youth work-

ers must find ways of accommodating the parental regulation which they may face, while 

avoiding stereotypes of young Muslim women as passive or without a voice (see McGarry, 

2012). It is also important not to create the impression that religious observance should or 

could inevitably exclude them from youth work. Up to 18 young girls from one Dublin 

mosque engaged with the CCRYS intercultural youth project during its lifetime. For two or 

three of these young people, their participation was confined to activities within the 

mosque. For most of the others, their participation was permitted in youth activities outside 

the mosque where relationships of trust had been established with those carrying them 

out and if one of the Muslim volunteers was also present. One of the CCRYS intercultural 

youth project workers expressed the view that with more time, they could have deepened 

the relationship of trust with Muslim parents and religious leaders to a point where more 

young women could access activities without the involvement of parents or adult mem-

bers of the Muslim community. This also underlines the importance of involving workers 

and volunteers from ethnic minority communities in youth work. 

In order to widen the participation of young Muslim women in youth work, however, the 

provision of youth work to gender-specific groups will have to be considered (see also 

McGarry, 2012; for an opposing perspective, see Cressey, 2006). Failure to offer a dedi-

cated space to young Muslim women will result in their exclusion. There is considerable 

precedent for gender-specific groups within youth work. These have been undertaken 

with members of the Traveller Community and in relation to matters such as sexual health 

(NYCI, 2012). Gender-specific youth work has long been regarded as a means of 

addressing the specific needs of young women and of mitigating young women’s margin-

alisation within youth work spaces (Hanbury, Lee and Batsleer, 2010). 

Finally, in highlighting this theme, we also suggest that, as practitioners, we avoid a binary 

understanding of the differences between Muslim and non-Muslim/Christian and 

non-Christian value systems and remember that religious and cultural communities are 

complex, heterogeneous and dynamic. As we have seen, differing interpretations of 

religious doctrine and cultural practices — such as the prohibition on ‘free-mixing’ (mixed 

activities between male and female) or attitudes to young women’s sporting activities 

—are evident among adherents of the same faith.

iv. Leadership and Civic/Political Participation

Many of our findings challenge stereotypes of young migrants as passively ‘in need’ of 

integration (see ní Laoire et al, 2011). This is particularly in evidence in the findings relat-

ing to young people’s leadership and desire to activate social change. While we cannot 

make any claims as to the typicality of these young people’s perspectives, such findings 

appear highly relevant to youth work given its central concern with enabling young 

people’s voice. Furthermore, it is significant that the young African women had self-organ-

ised as a group, with the support of the migrant women’s organisation and of CCRYS itself. 

This indicates a possible role for youth workers and other trusted allies in enabling young 

migrants’ self-organisation where such a need exists.  

v. Racism and Exclusion

Our research confirms the findings of previous research in relation to the prevalence of 

racism in young migrants’ lives (see also Gilligan et al, 2010; ní Laoire, 2011; Szlovák and 

Szewczyk, 2015). This theme has a number of important consequences for youth work.

 

Firstly, a meaningful youth work relationship may help young people to process their expe-

riences of racism, experiences which are multi-faceted and gendered. Secondly, critical, 

open, non-judgemental conversations of the type advocated by Thomas and Henri (2011) 

are crucial to supporting young people to address their racist views. Youth work’s capaci-

ty for creative, flexible approaches is relevant in this regard.  For example, one youth 

worker described her project’s use of ‘Theatre of the Oppressed’ methodology with young 

people as a means of initiating what Thomas (2002: 60) calls ‘conversations with a 

purpose’ in relation to matters of social injustice. Nonetheless, deeply held racist attitudes 

among some of the young people attending some youth services are clearly a problem to 

which there is no easy solution. Thomas and Henri (2011) who have worked with young 

white people within communities characterised by deep racial divisions in northern 

England have suggested that opportunities for cross-community interaction on a planned 

and sustained basis can make a difference here. Where young people cannot attend 

youth services due to fears of racism and personal safety or who ‘self-exclude’ in the 

manner described by some of our young participants, there is an imperative that alterna-

tive spaces for flexible, youth-centred support are identified and resourced. All these 

steps may depend on youth organisations building greater fluency around racism and 

diversity issues.

 vi. Barriers to Accessing Youth Work

In addition to the findings set out above, the research identified a number of barriers to the 

participation in youth work by young people from ethnic minorities. These relate to how 

youth work is often structured and resourced. 

Firstly, constraints associated with the geographical boundaries of youth organisation’s 

catchment areas were noted. It was suggested by the CCRYS intercultural youth project 

workers that many young people from ethnic minorities are congregating in spaces, such 

as their mosque, which are outside the areas in which they live. This means that they are 

less likely to access youth work services in the areas where they reside.  

Secondly and relatedly, the sort of outreach which is traditionally undertaken by youth 

services, for instance, through street work or in social housing estates, does not enable 

contact with young people who are congregating in different sorts of spaces, such as 

mosques. This can render them invisible to youth services.  

Thirdly, although we have mentioned matters of ethnic identity, the question of social class 

is also relevant to our study. Youth work in some areas has been built up over many years 

to respond to the needs of young people deemed ‘at risk’ due to their specific experiences 

of class-based exclusion and inequality.   Such youth services may use models of practice 

which are focused on the issues facing young people ‘at risk’ of involvement in addiction 

or crime. It was suggested that these issues may not be as relevant to many young people 

from ethnic minority communities. According to one youth worker for instance:  

Young people come here when their needs are not being met. Their risk 

level is very different. Drug use is quite serious here and young people 

quite young are getting involved in running and taking drugs, particularly 

smoking grass and I mean from 9, 10 years of age, very young. I don’t see 

Muslim children getting involved in that kind of activity. 

Finally, a shortage of resources placed significant pressure on youth organisations and 

undermined their capacity to keep the issue of intercultural youth work consistently on 

their agenda. According to one youth worker, for example:

We are down to the wire here and I’m really not just moaning saying that, 

we genuinely are. There’s a lot of stuff we’ve had to just drop because we 

just can’t manage it. And I’m really trying to be careful that people don’t 

do over their hours. Because you can get burned out very easily. 

Her colleague in another youth project expressed the view that

When things get very busy we revert to type. We go back to ... what we 

are supposed to do – all about those [young people] most at risk that 

present in that chaotic way … so it can be very easy to put [efforts to 

include ethnic minority young people] by the wayside … because there is 

so much [else to do] … You have to have that passion within you, you 

have to have that want within you [to do additional work to reach ethnic 

minority young people]. It’s not as if you’re going to have nothing [else] to 

do. So someone has to come and say – and from up high, our funders – 

that this is an issue, this is something that we want you to look at.

One of the CCRYS project workers expressed the view that:  

Youth projects, from what I can see, that engage with more diverse young 

people - in the sense of class - seem to find it easier to attract young 

people from ethnic minority communities … I think it might be linked to 

resources. Projects that are stripped to the bare bones [often] concen-

trate on firefighting with the most ‘at risk’ young people and this can 

create youth work spaces that are inaccessible or tough for minority 

ethnic young people. 

vii. The Potential of Youth Work 

Although we have highlighted barriers within youth work, our research also illuminated its 

relevance and the potential it offers for including young people from ethnic minority 

groups and for addressing some of their needs. Firstly, despite the constraints they faced, 

there was evidence of a ‘buy-in’ from youth services to the principle of inclusive youth 

work. According to one youth worker for example:

I was a very loud voice in team meetings that we don’t need to change 

any strategy [to include more young people from ethnic minorities], that 

young people are young people and the door is always open, it’s all about 

voluntary participation. If they want to come, we’ll sort it out then and 

integrate. I still have part of those views. But with [CCRYS intercultural 

youth project worker] arriving and some of the conversations with her … 

it just let me know that it’s just not that simple. In a way that was a bit of a 

cop-out … you have to make that effort. You have to make it appealing in 

some way, shape or form.

One of the youth projects in the area had succeeded in including young people from a 

range of ethnic minority backgrounds in mainstream youth work activities. Another project 

had not succeeded in attracting many teenagers from ethnic minority communities but it 

had a significant numbers of Muslim children in its homework club. She recalled:

[We] would always encourage in the homework clubs that parents would 

go along to trips and different things. So the Muslim women just took it up 

really quickly. I’ve often seen them bringing in food and everything to the 

homework clubs. Particularly in the summer project they were making 

sweets that they make and the kids were all loving them. And it was 

getting to a point last summer where the kids were putting orders in, 

saying ‘will you bring sweets to this trip?’ And it was all really nice. And it 

was a really nice way to integrate the kids in and the parents in, and I 

suppose to try and tackle the whole racism issue, but in a normal way. 

 

Secondly, youth work’s flexibility and its capacity to engage young people and foster 

cross-community interaction in creative ways also emerged. A youth worker recalled a 

project organised in collaboration with the CCRYS intercultural youth project:

The graffiti around Fatima… was a project that we did with two artists 

[who] came over from England. One was Muslim and one was 

English-Irish so we did graffiti on the pitch around there. It was basically 

of the flats and a butterfly emerging [to symbolise] the whole regeneration 

[process] because the Muslim symbols are very similar to the old Celtic 

symbols so that was put onto it as well. So that and the fact that one of the 

artists was Muslim, the young people were asking a lot of questions about 

stuff that they’re just curious about, that they don’t understand. And we 

[youth workers] were as well because there’s loads I obviously don’t know 

… And the young people, because they were able to talk to him and he 

was a graffiti artist, so he was cool and they were asking him loads of 

questions and he was very honest … So that was really good. 

Thirdly, youth work offers a means where young people can simply be ‘young’ without the 

label of ‘migrant’. For instance, one young person recalled her participation in Foróige’s 

‘Big Brother, Big Sister’ mentoring programme:

I loved [it] because there wasn’t really anything about me being from a 

migrant background. It was about me being a role model for another 

young person growing up in my school and stuff like that (Participant G, 

focus group 2).



32

In what follows, we outline our findings with regard to our previously stated research aims. 

Our first section below, ‘Issues Experienced by Young People from Ethnic Minorities’, 
identifies five significant, intertwined themes. These are, firstly, the challenges young 

people face in navigating the multiple and sometimes conflicting forces which shape their 

sense of personal and social identity and which inform their sense of belonging; secondly, 

the impact on young people of parental and community expectations; thirdly, the signifi-

cance of religious observance and religious influences in young people’s lives; fourthly, 

opportunities for leadership and civic or political participation and fifthly, the ongoing 

reality of racism in young people’s lives.

 

The next section, ‘the Role of Youth Work’, considers the implications for youth work of 

these themes and provides an account of our findings with regard to youth work and the 

inclusion of young people from ethnic minorities. The subsequent section, ‘CCRYS Inter-
cultural Youth Project: What Lessons Can We Learn?’, focuses specifically on the 

experiences of the intercultural youth project within CCRYS. We analyse some of the key 

successes, challenges and complexities which the project and its partner organisations 

encountered during its lifetime and consider the implications of these for youth work. 

Our final section provides some brief conclusions to the study and offers recommenda-

tions for furthering youth work with young migrants based on the results of our study. 

4.1 Issues Experienced by Young People 
from Ethnic Minorities 
i.        Migration, Identity and Belonging 
Our research suggested that young people, particularly those who were born in Ireland or 

who arrived here as children, feel an affinity with more than one national or cultural identi-

ty. For instance, in their responses to a question on this matter on the questionnaire 

distributed prior to the focus groups, some of the young people described themselves in 

hyphenated terms such as ‘Irish-Congolese’, ‘Cameroonian-Irish’ or ‘Palestinian-Irish’. 

The research also indicated, however, that young people can face difficulties in navigat-

ing and expressing the different aspects of their ethnic and cultural identities. These 

difficulties manifested in a number of areas. Firstly, it was apparent that many young 

people do not identify with their ‘country of origin’ as strongly as their parents or older 

siblings. In a quotation which underscores the child-specific nature of the migration expe-

rience, one migrant community leader suggested that:

 

[Many] parents don’t seem to understand what migration is for their kids. 

Like for me, I can always say ‘I can go back to Zimbabwe’. But for [the 

young people], Zimbabwe … [is] not necessarily home. [In] Ireland … 

people meet them and say ‘go back to Africa’. But that’s not a reality for 

them. So because of colour of skin or even because of religion there’s an 

expectation that when you say ‘home’ you mean somewhere outside of 

Ireland or off the continent of Europe. And because parents have 

options [to go to another place they call ‘home’], they don’t seem to 

realise that their kids don’t have that option and nobody is talking about 

[this] (Participant A, focus group 1). 

The complex socialisation and sense of identity of second and ‘1.5’ generation young 

people meant that they sometimes have to negotiate differing expectations. A CCRYS 

project worker described the sorts of issues which she had discussed with young 

people: 

   

They were saying that … a lot of their parents want them to keep their 

culture but a lot of parents want them to assimilate and they will push 

them to do stuff. The young people keep saying that they [are] being 

pushed everywhere and in all directions and by everybody … A huge 

amount of pressure … And … [their] sense of Irishness, it seems really 

complex, really difficult, more so because there is no space given to 

them for support with it and no one is giving them that support

Secondly, young people recalled difficulties in ‘escaping’ particular labels or responses 

which made them feel ‘different’ at a time when they wished to blend in with their peers. 

According to one young person: 

I’ve been involved in mainstream youth work … when I was younger ... 

They had certain things that I was really interested in like a youth forum 

and a choir. So I felt listened to … But I think youth work sometimes is 

very constrained and for people maybe from a migrant background it 

might be harder. Because at this age when you’re young you’re trying to 

navigate your identity and when you go into a youth club — that’s your 

identity. You’re black. You’re from a migrant background. And it’s some-

thing that’s stamped on you and I think people might shy away from that 

a little bit. I went through that as well. Because first of all I have interests 

but when you go there they’re like ‘oh where are you from?’ All these ques-

tions and you’re not really sure where you stand as well in your identity as 

yourself (Participant I, focus group 2). 

Relatedly, although some participants felt that culturally-related events to promote interac-

tion among young people were of value, the efficacy of once-off ‘intercultural’ days based 

on superficial markers of culture was questioned. One migrant community leader noted:

 

We were talking … to some kids, they were saying that some schools do 

… cultural days … and they say ‘you bring whatever from your country’, 

and they [the young people] were saying they don’t like it because it 

means they are on the platform, they are being showcased ... this is the 

show and everyone has to pay attention to them (Participant A, focus 

group 1). 

Finally, despite the desire to minimise their ethnic or cultural differences, paradoxically 

perhaps, the need for young people to find a ‘voice’ and a space with other young people 

to discuss and process those very factors which render them different was identified. 

Another migrant leader noted that:

I was born in [North Africa] and I grew up in [Europe] and … the pressure 

you are talking about, the parents, the community … Like each individual 

experiences it in a different way and they have a different way to go 

through it and manage it. But … there’s a conflict around them [young 

people] and a conflict in them. So I know how they feel and I know when 

they are given a voice, they can get to the next step (Participant C, focus 

group 1).

One of the young participants described some of the reasons for her participation in a 

self-organised young women’s group: 

If you ask many of us now compared to our parents’ mindset it’s going to 

be totally changing [different] from their mindsets so [participating in this 

group], it’s this thing of ‘we have a common ground’. Because here we 

are caught in two positions – we’ve come to this new society where they 

have their own way of going; our parents have their own way of going at 

home. Where does the balance step in? Do I have people who under-

stand that balance in my head? (Participant G, focus group 2). 

ii. Parental and Community Regulation

A second, interrelated topic to emerge from the data was the impact on young people of 

intergenerational differences with regard to matters such as appropriate behaviour or 

cultural norms. Young people often had to deal with differences between the expectations 

of their parents or communities and those of their peers and the wider ‘Irish’ community. 

For instance, culturally specific understandings of young people’s personal autonomy 

were apparent. During discussions with the young African women, the matter of parental 

discipline was discussed. One participant argued that:

 

Our parents have a different mindset. … Because if I want to … maybe … 

blend in with the real [sic] kids who grew up here, their parents let them 

go out at 14 until 10pm, at 15 until 11pm, all the parties. And my parents 

are like ‘you better be home at 7’ (Participant J, focus group 2). 

She added that: 

I know African people have many different cultures, but I think one thing 

that we have in common is our parents – there’s some kind of discipline 

that runs around Africa. I don’t know how, why, but it’s present in nearly 

every country

There was a gendered dimension to the theme of young people’s autonomy, though 

young women’s sense of agency also emerged strongly from the data. Another partici-

pant suggested that: 

Even in our own families how we’re treated because we’re girls to our 

brothers is totally different, and how sometimes -  I’m talking from my own 

experience here – as if I had an older brother, he probably would have 

been allowed out and about and been involved in a lot of things more than 

I would I feel. Unfortunately my parents are unlucky they got a girl that is 

kind of like a boy – so I didn’t really need that permission, I just went for it 

(Participant G, focus group 2). 

While limitations on young people’s autonomy appears to stem from particular cultural 

and religious attitudes towards matters such as gender, parenting and childhood, they 

are also partly attributable to parental fears for their children’s safety in a context of signifi-

cant levels of societal racism – a theme we address in more detail below. For example, the 

parent whom we interviewed noted that: 

[My daughter] has said to me ‘Mum, I want to go in a protest’. I’m saying 

‘no you’re not going’. Because in the protest things can go wrong and 

you’ve put yourself in danger. So you have to protect yourself. There is 

other ways of protesting — whether it’s writing or voicing — but don’t go 

there and be screaming and shouting. People have different kinds of 

banners on them … So you have to choose carefully in what you partici-

pate in and don’t participate in. We are still a minority here and it’s very 

easy for people to attack us. So I am very, very cautious.

She recalled the responses of some of her daughter’s friends upon hearing that she was 

allowed to travel alone on the bus:

 

[My daughter] was talking to some of the Muslim girls, and they were like 

'Your parents let you get the bus? Aren't you scared? They let you? That's 

so dangerous!' But this is what they have been told.  It's unsafe for you to 

be outside.

It was also noted that young women can face pressures from their wider communities with 

regard to expectations of appropriate behaviour. In reference to the young Muslim women 

she worked with, one of the CCRYS project workers noted that:

[Many people in their community have] an opinion about them and are 

very vocal about it. They have women who aren’t related to them but are 

‘aunties’ telling them that they shouldn’t have Facebook [etc.] … and 

others are saying ‘no it’s fine’.

A group of young Muslim women became enthusiastic members of a football club for girls. 

While their participation was supported by their parents, it was also met with some nega-

tive responses from other community members. According to the same project worker:

 

Stuff … comes up for the girls [who are] playing soccer in the hijab … 

There is a bit of a backlash from some people in the community saying 

'this isn't for Muslims'. So they're pushing in a particular direction. But 

there's a huge amount of pressure put on them which says, 'Ok, if you 

want to play football, you have to be a perfect Muslim. You don't give them 

[some members of the community] anything that they can throw at you'. 

So they're carrying this responsibility. They're pushing forward and they're 

groundbreakers. But they're not allowed to make mistakes like other 

young people do as the … community is watching them. 

 

While parental and community regulation can constrain the activities of some young 

Muslims, there is also clear evidence of a diversity of perspectives among migrant 

parents and leaders. While careful not to expose their children to harm, the parent and 

leader whom we interviewed both acted as positive role models for the young women in 

their care and were anxious that they had as many opportunities for social interaction and 

personal development as possible. As the parent explained with regard to youth work:

It … empower[s] the girls with tools that they could actually bring to their 

future life … [My daughter] understands more about youth work and 

participating and voicing and how … to do a campaign ... This is some-

thing that was alien to me and it was alien to her as well. When she came 

last night [from the CCRYS leadership training] she said ‘that was really 

intense. I don’t know if I took anything in.’ But she did, you know? From 

talking to her, she had [taken it in] … And this is something I would like 

my daughter or my children to carry on with. 

iii.  Religious Beliefs and Observance 

Religious faith and practice were central features in the lives of many of the young partici-

pants in this study. Three key findings were noted with regard to this. Firstly, religion is a 

key source of support and strength in their lives. The following comment from one young 

person exemplified this view:

Church … again comes down to this idea of community. You are sharing 

something in common, you’re supporting each other’s faith as well and 

also I think the support does not just come from the people but from your 

belief itself. Because I believe in God and I get my strength from knowing 

that he is going to help me (Participant G, focus group 2). 

Secondly, the research found that young people are often located at the intersection of 

different value systems and that their religious backgrounds played a key role in this. It 

was suggested that negotiating these different value systems created tensions and pres-

sures in the young people’s lives. For example, the focus group with community and 

religious leaders occurred shortly after the 2015 Marriage Equality referendum in Ireland. 

It was pointed out by the participants that many people in their communities that were 

affiliated with African Pentecostal Churches were opposed to civil marriage for gay and 

lesbian people. The Methodist minister, for instance, noted that those among the second 

generation that supported a ‘no’ vote were reproached by their peers while those that 

advocated a ‘yes’ faced recrimination from their family or community. He added:

The school [is] educating the child for 20 hours a week. But any good 

African Pentecostal Church, you’re going to have a very high level of 

involvement with it. So there’s this double value formation … [At] my 

school, all the kids did a ‘vote yes’ thing and then in the evening you go to 

a prayer meeting, and it’s ‘vote no’. And it’s the … youth that are … having 

to negotiate [that] (Participant D, focus group 1) 

One of the CCRYS project workers noted the ‘conflictual messages’ which the young 

people were receiving: 

I remember that came out from [one young person during the leadership 

training we did] when she was talking about one of the challenges … 

about becoming an activist and getting projects off the ground. She 

named religious conservatism. But she constantly talks about different 

issues, about LGBT rights and I thought 'this is mad.' She’s probably hear-

ing all of these things [LGBT rights etc.] in school … and then she's prob-

ably hearing other things in other spaces. 

A third finding to emerge in relation to religious observance was its implications for partici-

pation in youth work. One of our focus group participants had established a girls’ group 

within her mosque. However, some other community members were fearful of her efforts 

to introduce structured youth activities. Their objections appeared to centre on a fear that 

involvement in youth activities might dilute or detract from the young people’s understand-

ing and practice of Islam. According to a parent of one of the girls:

[The young people] all want activities, they all want activities. But [some 

of] the older women – the mothers maybe - have objections. It’s a conflict 

of culture … between generations … [The young people are] going to 

non-Muslim schools. You know your environment influences you. And 

they’re still young as well you have to remember. They’re not fully under-

standing Islam … The older generations understand Islam better. And 

there’s kind of a conflict there. 

She mentioned that anyone working with Muslim youth would need to be very aware of ‘the 

needs of the Muslim child’, including, for instance, the prohibition of ‘free-mixing’, that is, 

socialising between young men and women. She further noted that the presence of youth 

workers from the Muslim religion would be of great benefit in allaying parental and com-

munity fears.

iv.  Leadership and Civic/Political Participation 

The research found that some of the young women wished to be involved in issue-based 

work. This was particularly apparent among the young African women who were already 

affiliated with a migrant women’s rights organisation. As one of them said, ‘we’re literally 

dying of ideas to improve our community or improve the nation.’ The young women’s 

responses reflected their concern with migrant-specific inequalities.

According to one participant:

We are migrant women in this country and we — I believe almost half of 

us here —have gone through … a bit of discrimination here and there, 

racism here and there and obviously it wouldn’t be an easy task changing 

that, but it would be great seeing us improving on that (Participant F, 

focus group 2). 

However, they also expressed a desire to be involved in issues affecting young people in 

Ireland generally. For example, when discussing her perceptions of the Irish education 

system, another participant noted that: 

[M]any [young] people feel like ‘I can’t get in [to college] anyways and I’m 

not going to strive for it.’ … Even the Irish kids themselves, they end up at 

a place of ‘I can just get a FETAC [course] and get a work’ and … it’s 

really not good, it limits the mind … So I would definitely change the 

educational system to such a way that it can accommodate everybody in 

their different ways to strive for a better education, a better future 

because at the end of the day it brings out a better country (Participant J, 

focus group 2). 

Some of the participants demonstrated significant potential for youth leadership. One 

young person recalled how: 

We were sitting in Stephen’s Green yesterday after [a] … conference 

talking about different issues and it was so empowering and so motivat-

ing … We talked about real issues that were happening and they got to a 

point of even coming up with solutions and making connections between 

different things (Participant I, focus group 2). 

The potential for leadership and an interest in issues facing young people among migrant 

young people was also evident during discussions at the youth leadership training deliv-

ered by the CCRYS intercultural youth project. The participants in this training were from 

a range of ethnic minority backgrounds. One of the CCRYS project workers noted:

LGBT stuff came out during the training mainly through the Muslim girls 

that wear the veil. They were actually really, really concerned that their 

LGBT peers wouldn't be supported. It was really Interesting. All of them 

mentioned LGBT as an issue that they felt really strongly about

 v. Racism and Exclusion 

A key issue to emerge from across the all interviews and focus groups was the degree to 

which racism had become a ‘normal’ feature of young people’s lives. The research also 

found that, while friendships with young ‘Irish’ people had been formed, young people 

also experienced exclusion among their peers. 

Participants discussed misrepresentations of and racist attitudes towards both Muslims 

and black Africans. These had a significant impact on the young people whose respons-

es ranged from frustration to a deep sense of hurt. Some participants were frustrated by 

ignorance, misinformation or generalisations about Africa. According to one young 

person: 

I’ve lived in Africa. It’s not just bushes and forests and everything. Things 

happen in Africa. Beautiful things. But then again the way the Irish people 

ask is from the perception that they’ve been given. ‘Oh it’s just poverty. 

The people there are just struggling.’ All this kind of stuff. And they 

wouldn’t really know our cultures and the way we act to certain things 

(Participant K, focus group 2).

Another young person who had migrated to Ireland as a young adult recalled a conversa-

tion she had had with her younger brother who was born in Ireland. 

When I came to this country, my little brother asked me a question … ‘Do 

you sleep on a bed in Africa?’ And I said ‘hold on little brother. Why do 

you ask this question?’ And he was like ‘because our teacher was talking 

to us about Africa and he was saying literally that in Africa most people 

live in the bush, they don’t sleep on beds, they don’t have telly … like 

they’re struggling in Africa.’ And I said to him ‘Baby, when you go to 

school tomorrow, you tell teacher Africans are humans. They have a bed, 

they have telly’ (Participant F, focus group 2)

The following quotation from one young person typified the view among the Muslim girls 

that they were constantly judged on the basis of crimes committed in the name of Islam:

 

Sometimes, in the news they judge a whole community based on 10 

people and … that’s why people mostly when they see Muslims they think 

… ‘these people don’t give education to girls, they’re just bad, they do 

bombs, and 9/11 and stuff.’ They don’t think about the other good stuff we 

do (Participant P, focus group 3). 

Similarly, her friend commented that:

If they said something in the news that’s bad about Muslims, it does not 

mean I’m one of them. Maybe I’ve got other thinking. Maybe … they’re 

thinking they want to kill people, I’m not like that ... Islam is all about 

peace and loving people (Participant M, focus group 3).

Experiences of racism emerged too in the accounts of the young African women. One 

participant described the emotional and exclusionary effects of racist discourses about 

black Africans: 

Because most people think you just came from Africa and then started 

taking things from us, benefits, job-wise and other stuff. So I feel like a 

gold-digger (Participant F, focus group 2). 

In a similar vein, another young person noted:

Even sometimes I’m scared to go into ... the social welfare offices 

because I see all these eyes around me. I can’t wait to finish college and 

get myself a job so I don’t have to go back in there. It’s so scary. You go 

in there and you feel like ’oh my days, they’re all looking at me.’ I feel like 

I shouldn’t be here (Participant K, focus group 2).

The wounding effects of online racism and its consequences for migrants’ participation 

and sense of belonging in Irish society were also mentioned by a number of research 

participants. For one young person:

I feel if I read stuff in the media, if someone writes an article about 

migrants or stuff like that, the kind of comments from people - literally 

when I read them I feel, well these are people, this is society, that’s what 

they’re saying about migrants in the country. And when you read them, 

they are really, really horrible. It feels like ‘I should just hide in my room. I 

shouldn’t come out’… They smile but just pretending, but not letting some-

one fully in. Because what they write in the media and stuff like that isn’t 

really good, isn’t positive about migrants (Participant K, focus group 2).

In addition to general racist attitudes, participants also noted instances of bullying or 

exclusion by their peers which they believed were related to their Muslim identity, though 

it is important to emphasise that some participants also spoke of their Irish classmates 

being their ‘bestos’ [best friends]. One of them recalled:

Like in my class on the first day, one of the girls she didn’t really like me 

because I was wearing a scarf but then even like when I was writing with 

a pencil, I asked her did she want to write with it, and she was like ‘no, I 

won’t touch that’. And I was like ‘ok that’s your decision. What are you 

going to write with?’ And then in the school years, we’re actually like best 

pals now, literally. She just like knows me now. She just thought I was bad 

or something (Participant P, focus group 3). 

Another participant said:

Well I get bullied because I’m Muslim and I still do … I told my teacher 

and then she apologised to me and then she’s really nice to me. But then 

these girls these days, they’re not that nice to me. I’m actually not really 

sure why they’re not nice to me maybe because of the colour of my skin 

or something. But they like everybody else in the class and they don’t like 

me mostly. When people have birthday parties, this girl she had a birth-

day party and she invited the whole class except me (Participant Q, focus 

group 3). 

A further manifestation of racism and exclusion highlighted in the research were the phys-

ical threats or racist encounters from strangers in public experienced by some of the 

young people. These encounters took a highly gendered form particularly as they related 

to stereotypes about black women’s sexuality. One young person recalled:

On the buses I’ve had experience where these guys are like ‘come marry 

me, I’ll give you a green card’ and all this … And older guys as well …on 

the streets sometimes. I don’t think they would say the same thing to a 

young Irish person … I look like a kid! I could have been any age, coming 

up to you and being like ‘Hey, do you want to sleep with me tonight?’, like 

propositioning you … I’ve had a friend who was asked if she’s a prostitute 

(Participant I, focus group 2). 

A fellow participant responded that this had happened to her also: 

I was just innocently standing at a bus stop and someone said ‘do you 

want to come with me?’ I said ‘where?’ ‘I will pay you good’. I mean I really 

felt like ‘what do you take me for? You really think I’m just standing here 

waiting for you to ask me if you will pay me well’ (Participant H, focus 

group 2). 

The threat to young people’s safety and bodily integrity as a consequence of racism was 

also named by the CCRYS project workers. This, it was felt, had implications for youth 

work: 

When we did the training with the young people ... the sense that I got 

was they really, really want to get involved in stuff but there's an issue of 

safety. Really they don't feel safe in a lot of the spaces that are offered for 

them. In terms of the youth services, geographically again, we're talking 

about youth projects that are in areas that are pretty difficult, so the 

services that can provide a service to these young people or that are 

equipped to do it are not in areas that actually are safe enough for these 

young people to access. 

According to her colleague:

If you unpack the issues that young women are coming up against, 

there's mad stuff all together. If you're talking about the young women in 

the [mosque] ... if you can get to a conversation of their experience of 

living in the area, or areas like it, lots of stuff is coming up around how safe 

they feel on the streets, around … racist incidents, getting their hijabs 

pulled off them, being spat at, all that kind of stuff. It's so normalised, it's 

mad, crazy, you know? And not having a space to process that and just 

that sense of 'that's just the way it is.’

The parent of a young Muslim girl noted that: 

There is a lot of Islamaphobia going around at the moment. I do fear 

where I send my kids. I have to have different nationalities in that group to 

feel that my kids are going to be safe. If it’s just an all-Irish place, I’m not 

comfortable … I’m not comfortable, because they will always come back 

and say ‘So-and-so said this. So-and-so said that’ … I mean I’m not 

saying I want every single box to be ticked, even if it was just [a] multi-cul-

tural [group], I would be quite happy. 

Her responses also highlighted how her daughter’s agency and ‘voice’ were constrained 

by macro social policy concerning Muslims beyond Ireland, in this case the so-called 

‘Preventing Violent Extremism’   agenda in the UK. She explained that she liked to give her 

daughter the tools to respond to misrepresentations of Islam by teachers or peers. Howev-

er, she also cautioned her daughter to ‘be careful what you say [at school]’: 

Because she’s very voiceful. She gives her opinion. I’m also fearful at the 

moment of what’s happening in the UK. The government is asking 

schools to keep an eye on students to see who is extremist, and they 

should be reported and everything. I say to her ‘you have to be careful’. I 

don’t know what the agenda is here.

Finally, young people’s strategies for coping with racism or exclusion were mentioned. 

Both CCRYS workers noted that humour was one way in which young people managed 

their experiences of racism. For instance, young Muslims might humorously take on a 

stereotype as a means of satirising and coping with the association between Islam and 

terrorism:

I see [this use of humour by] young people in lots of different ways. It’s 

putting [the stereotype] out there and [saying] ‘I’ll get there before you do, 

you know?’ ‘This is who I am. And I know what you think. And [I] can laugh 

at it.’

It was further suggested that young people might ‘self-exclude’ from mainstream youth 

work or other related ‘white’ spaces in search of better ways of processing their experienc-

es. According to one young person: 

When you see [how] … the media [represent us] … [and]  all the experi-

ences that we’ve had, and you think about going to a predominantly white 

youth centre … with all that baggage, it’s kind of almost easier not to and 

to maybe self-organise … Because all of these things have an effect on 

you. So maybe you think forming a group that’s not [already] there, that’s 

with people who have shared experiences would be easier and more 

helpful (Participant I, focus group 2). 

4.2 The Role of Youth Work
In this section, we consider in turn the implications for youth work of each of the themes 

addressed in the preceding section with reference to relevant literature. We then discuss 

research findings which related specifically to youth work, highlighting its potential but 

also the ongoing challenges which remain with regard to the participation of young people 

from ethnic minority groups.  

i. Migration, Identity and Belonging

Our findings indicate that youth workers working with young people from ethnic minority 

groups may need to be aware of how issues pertaining to their personal and social identity 

affect their sense of belonging and wellbeing. The potential role of youth work in this 

regard was summed up by one of the CCRYS project workers: 

We have a whole generation of young people who are trying to negotiate 

what it feels to be both Muslim and Irish, both black and Irish and I see 

them struggling with this stuff. So that's one side of it. But I also see them 

have all the other stuff that happens to young people – having to deal with 

relationships and broken hearts and having trouble with school and 

clashing with their friends and stuff on the internet and getting into 

trouble. So you have all that … stuff of being a teenager … and then they 

have this extra layer of stuff … For me that's where youth work comes in. 

[It] makes space for young people to make sense of their own social 

reality and help them negotiate this. 

The findings also suggest that youth workers must walk a fine line between offering 

support where necessary while avoiding a situation where young people may feel inap-

propriately singled out (see also ní Laoire, et al, 2011). This work must take place in 

spaces where young people feel safe. Some of the findings - for instance, the comment 

by participant I above -indicate that this may need to happen in identity-specific groups 

or in groups comprising young people with shared exposure to or experience of the 

issue(s) in question. This is in keeping with commonly-held youth work values and 

approaches which are concerned with developing flexible responses to the particular 

needs of young people as they arise. 

ii. Parental and Community Regulation

While all young people face constraints on their personal autonomy, our research found 

evidence that young people from ethnic minorities may be subjected to greater parental 

regulation and community expectation than their ‘Irish’ peers. This suggests that youth 

work may have a role in providing a space for young people to process the sometimes 

conflicting expectations which they may face. It also raises challenges for how the princi-

ple of self-determination — that is ‘the non-directive enabling of young people to make 

decisions and choices in their lives’ (Imam and Bowler, 2010: 144)  — has traditionally 

been understood within youth work practice. For example, some parental involvement in 

activity choices may have to be countenanced in order to facilitate inclusion. 

This theme underscores the advice of previous strategies and guides for intercultural 

youth work (Lynam, 2009; NYCI/Youthnet, 2012) which emphasised that youth workers 

may need to purposively and patiently spend time building up the trust and buy-in of 

parents, guardians and community leaders. It also suggests that youth workers may need 

to be aware of the greater restrictions placed on some young migrants’ free time when 

planning the timing and location of activities.  

iii. Religious Beliefs and Observance

The centrality of religious faith in many young people’s lives carries with it a number of 

implications for youth work. Firstly, it suggests that practitioners need to increase their 

religious literacy. Indeed, there is some evidence of nascent efforts by youth workers to 

achieve this. One youth worker interviewed for the research noted that workers in her 

project who were working with Muslim children and parents in their homework club were 

‘trying to educate themselves [about different religions], so they’ve gotten books that are 

child-friendly around religion.’ 

With regard to young people’s location at the interface between conflicting value systems, 

the findings imply that youth workers may have a role to play in supporting young people 

to discuss and debate different worldviews in a safe and respectful environment. There 

may also be a role for youth work in supporting young people to discuss complex issues 

surrounding individual sexuality which may not be addressed at home. For instance, 

according to one of the migrant community leaders: 

A lot of what is going there are issues … to do with sexuality, and sexual 

identity that you’d find within the African community it’s a no-go area. 

People assume there are no gay people or … whatever … You cannot 

lead them … but you need to create space where the conversations can 

be had (Participant A, focus group 1).

Changes to youth work practice may also be required in order to accommodate the religi-

osity within many ethnic minority families. For example, our research found evidence of 

how one youth project within the Canal Communities area managed, after some difficul-

ties, to accommodate the needs of the Muslim children in relation to Halal food. 

With regard to young Muslim women specifically, the research indicates that youth work-

ers must find ways of accommodating the parental regulation which they may face, while 

avoiding stereotypes of young Muslim women as passive or without a voice (see McGarry, 

2012). It is also important not to create the impression that religious observance should or 

could inevitably exclude them from youth work. Up to 18 young girls from one Dublin 

mosque engaged with the CCRYS intercultural youth project during its lifetime. For two or 

three of these young people, their participation was confined to activities within the 

mosque. For most of the others, their participation was permitted in youth activities outside 

the mosque where relationships of trust had been established with those carrying them 

out and if one of the Muslim volunteers was also present. One of the CCRYS intercultural 

youth project workers expressed the view that with more time, they could have deepened 

the relationship of trust with Muslim parents and religious leaders to a point where more 

young women could access activities without the involvement of parents or adult mem-

bers of the Muslim community. This also underlines the importance of involving workers 

and volunteers from ethnic minority communities in youth work. 

In order to widen the participation of young Muslim women in youth work, however, the 

provision of youth work to gender-specific groups will have to be considered (see also 

McGarry, 2012; for an opposing perspective, see Cressey, 2006). Failure to offer a dedi-

cated space to young Muslim women will result in their exclusion. There is considerable 

precedent for gender-specific groups within youth work. These have been undertaken 

with members of the Traveller Community and in relation to matters such as sexual health 

(NYCI, 2012). Gender-specific youth work has long been regarded as a means of 

addressing the specific needs of young women and of mitigating young women’s margin-

alisation within youth work spaces (Hanbury, Lee and Batsleer, 2010). 

Finally, in highlighting this theme, we also suggest that, as practitioners, we avoid a binary 

understanding of the differences between Muslim and non-Muslim/Christian and 

non-Christian value systems and remember that religious and cultural communities are 

complex, heterogeneous and dynamic. As we have seen, differing interpretations of 

religious doctrine and cultural practices — such as the prohibition on ‘free-mixing’ (mixed 

activities between male and female) or attitudes to young women’s sporting activities 

—are evident among adherents of the same faith.

iv. Leadership and Civic/Political Participation

Many of our findings challenge stereotypes of young migrants as passively ‘in need’ of 

integration (see ní Laoire et al, 2011). This is particularly in evidence in the findings relat-

ing to young people’s leadership and desire to activate social change. While we cannot 

make any claims as to the typicality of these young people’s perspectives, such findings 

appear highly relevant to youth work given its central concern with enabling young 

people’s voice. Furthermore, it is significant that the young African women had self-organ-

ised as a group, with the support of the migrant women’s organisation and of CCRYS itself. 

This indicates a possible role for youth workers and other trusted allies in enabling young 

migrants’ self-organisation where such a need exists.  

v. Racism and Exclusion

Our research confirms the findings of previous research in relation to the prevalence of 

racism in young migrants’ lives (see also Gilligan et al, 2010; ní Laoire, 2011; Szlovák and 

Szewczyk, 2015). This theme has a number of important consequences for youth work.

 

Firstly, a meaningful youth work relationship may help young people to process their expe-

riences of racism, experiences which are multi-faceted and gendered. Secondly, critical, 

open, non-judgemental conversations of the type advocated by Thomas and Henri (2011) 

are crucial to supporting young people to address their racist views. Youth work’s capaci-

ty for creative, flexible approaches is relevant in this regard.  For example, one youth 

worker described her project’s use of ‘Theatre of the Oppressed’ methodology with young 

people as a means of initiating what Thomas (2002: 60) calls ‘conversations with a 

purpose’ in relation to matters of social injustice. Nonetheless, deeply held racist attitudes 

among some of the young people attending some youth services are clearly a problem to 

which there is no easy solution. Thomas and Henri (2011) who have worked with young 

white people within communities characterised by deep racial divisions in northern 

England have suggested that opportunities for cross-community interaction on a planned 

and sustained basis can make a difference here. Where young people cannot attend 

youth services due to fears of racism and personal safety or who ‘self-exclude’ in the 

manner described by some of our young participants, there is an imperative that alterna-

tive spaces for flexible, youth-centred support are identified and resourced. All these 

steps may depend on youth organisations building greater fluency around racism and 

diversity issues.

 vi. Barriers to Accessing Youth Work

In addition to the findings set out above, the research identified a number of barriers to the 

participation in youth work by young people from ethnic minorities. These relate to how 

youth work is often structured and resourced. 

Firstly, constraints associated with the geographical boundaries of youth organisation’s 

catchment areas were noted. It was suggested by the CCRYS intercultural youth project 

workers that many young people from ethnic minorities are congregating in spaces, such 

as their mosque, which are outside the areas in which they live. This means that they are 

less likely to access youth work services in the areas where they reside.  

Secondly and relatedly, the sort of outreach which is traditionally undertaken by youth 

services, for instance, through street work or in social housing estates, does not enable 

contact with young people who are congregating in different sorts of spaces, such as 

mosques. This can render them invisible to youth services.  

Thirdly, although we have mentioned matters of ethnic identity, the question of social class 

is also relevant to our study. Youth work in some areas has been built up over many years 

to respond to the needs of young people deemed ‘at risk’ due to their specific experiences 

of class-based exclusion and inequality.   Such youth services may use models of practice 

which are focused on the issues facing young people ‘at risk’ of involvement in addiction 

or crime. It was suggested that these issues may not be as relevant to many young people 

from ethnic minority communities. According to one youth worker for instance:  

Young people come here when their needs are not being met. Their risk 

level is very different. Drug use is quite serious here and young people 

quite young are getting involved in running and taking drugs, particularly 

smoking grass and I mean from 9, 10 years of age, very young. I don’t see 

Muslim children getting involved in that kind of activity. 

Finally, a shortage of resources placed significant pressure on youth organisations and 

undermined their capacity to keep the issue of intercultural youth work consistently on 

their agenda. According to one youth worker, for example:

We are down to the wire here and I’m really not just moaning saying that, 

we genuinely are. There’s a lot of stuff we’ve had to just drop because we 

just can’t manage it. And I’m really trying to be careful that people don’t 

do over their hours. Because you can get burned out very easily. 

Her colleague in another youth project expressed the view that

When things get very busy we revert to type. We go back to ... what we 

are supposed to do – all about those [young people] most at risk that 

present in that chaotic way … so it can be very easy to put [efforts to 

include ethnic minority young people] by the wayside … because there is 

so much [else to do] … You have to have that passion within you, you 

have to have that want within you [to do additional work to reach ethnic 

minority young people]. It’s not as if you’re going to have nothing [else] to 

do. So someone has to come and say – and from up high, our funders – 

that this is an issue, this is something that we want you to look at.

One of the CCRYS project workers expressed the view that:  

Youth projects, from what I can see, that engage with more diverse young 

people - in the sense of class - seem to find it easier to attract young 

people from ethnic minority communities … I think it might be linked to 

resources. Projects that are stripped to the bare bones [often] concen-

trate on firefighting with the most ‘at risk’ young people and this can 

create youth work spaces that are inaccessible or tough for minority 

ethnic young people. 

vii. The Potential of Youth Work 

Although we have highlighted barriers within youth work, our research also illuminated its 

relevance and the potential it offers for including young people from ethnic minority 

groups and for addressing some of their needs. Firstly, despite the constraints they faced, 

there was evidence of a ‘buy-in’ from youth services to the principle of inclusive youth 

work. According to one youth worker for example:

I was a very loud voice in team meetings that we don’t need to change 

any strategy [to include more young people from ethnic minorities], that 

young people are young people and the door is always open, it’s all about 

voluntary participation. If they want to come, we’ll sort it out then and 

integrate. I still have part of those views. But with [CCRYS intercultural 

youth project worker] arriving and some of the conversations with her … 

it just let me know that it’s just not that simple. In a way that was a bit of a 

cop-out … you have to make that effort. You have to make it appealing in 

some way, shape or form.

One of the youth projects in the area had succeeded in including young people from a 

range of ethnic minority backgrounds in mainstream youth work activities. Another project 

had not succeeded in attracting many teenagers from ethnic minority communities but it 

had a significant numbers of Muslim children in its homework club. She recalled:

[We] would always encourage in the homework clubs that parents would 

go along to trips and different things. So the Muslim women just took it up 

really quickly. I’ve often seen them bringing in food and everything to the 

homework clubs. Particularly in the summer project they were making 

sweets that they make and the kids were all loving them. And it was 

getting to a point last summer where the kids were putting orders in, 

saying ‘will you bring sweets to this trip?’ And it was all really nice. And it 

was a really nice way to integrate the kids in and the parents in, and I 

suppose to try and tackle the whole racism issue, but in a normal way. 

 

Secondly, youth work’s flexibility and its capacity to engage young people and foster 

cross-community interaction in creative ways also emerged. A youth worker recalled a 

project organised in collaboration with the CCRYS intercultural youth project:

The graffiti around Fatima… was a project that we did with two artists 

[who] came over from England. One was Muslim and one was 

English-Irish so we did graffiti on the pitch around there. It was basically 

of the flats and a butterfly emerging [to symbolise] the whole regeneration 

[process] because the Muslim symbols are very similar to the old Celtic 

symbols so that was put onto it as well. So that and the fact that one of the 

artists was Muslim, the young people were asking a lot of questions about 

stuff that they’re just curious about, that they don’t understand. And we 

[youth workers] were as well because there’s loads I obviously don’t know 

… And the young people, because they were able to talk to him and he 

was a graffiti artist, so he was cool and they were asking him loads of 

questions and he was very honest … So that was really good. 

Thirdly, youth work offers a means where young people can simply be ‘young’ without the 

label of ‘migrant’. For instance, one young person recalled her participation in Foróige’s 

‘Big Brother, Big Sister’ mentoring programme:

I loved [it] because there wasn’t really anything about me being from a 

migrant background. It was about me being a role model for another 

young person growing up in my school and stuff like that (Participant G, 

focus group 2).
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In what follows, we outline our findings with regard to our previously stated research aims. 

Our first section below, ‘Issues Experienced by Young People from Ethnic Minorities’, 
identifies five significant, intertwined themes. These are, firstly, the challenges young 

people face in navigating the multiple and sometimes conflicting forces which shape their 

sense of personal and social identity and which inform their sense of belonging; secondly, 

the impact on young people of parental and community expectations; thirdly, the signifi-

cance of religious observance and religious influences in young people’s lives; fourthly, 

opportunities for leadership and civic or political participation and fifthly, the ongoing 

reality of racism in young people’s lives.

 

The next section, ‘the Role of Youth Work’, considers the implications for youth work of 

these themes and provides an account of our findings with regard to youth work and the 

inclusion of young people from ethnic minorities. The subsequent section, ‘CCRYS Inter-
cultural Youth Project: What Lessons Can We Learn?’, focuses specifically on the 

experiences of the intercultural youth project within CCRYS. We analyse some of the key 

successes, challenges and complexities which the project and its partner organisations 

encountered during its lifetime and consider the implications of these for youth work. 

Our final section provides some brief conclusions to the study and offers recommenda-

tions for furthering youth work with young migrants based on the results of our study. 

4.1 Issues Experienced by Young People 
from Ethnic Minorities 
i.        Migration, Identity and Belonging 
Our research suggested that young people, particularly those who were born in Ireland or 

who arrived here as children, feel an affinity with more than one national or cultural identi-

ty. For instance, in their responses to a question on this matter on the questionnaire 

distributed prior to the focus groups, some of the young people described themselves in 

hyphenated terms such as ‘Irish-Congolese’, ‘Cameroonian-Irish’ or ‘Palestinian-Irish’. 

The research also indicated, however, that young people can face difficulties in navigat-

ing and expressing the different aspects of their ethnic and cultural identities. These 

difficulties manifested in a number of areas. Firstly, it was apparent that many young 

people do not identify with their ‘country of origin’ as strongly as their parents or older 

siblings. In a quotation which underscores the child-specific nature of the migration expe-

rience, one migrant community leader suggested that:

 

[Many] parents don’t seem to understand what migration is for their kids. 

Like for me, I can always say ‘I can go back to Zimbabwe’. But for [the 

young people], Zimbabwe … [is] not necessarily home. [In] Ireland … 

people meet them and say ‘go back to Africa’. But that’s not a reality for 

them. So because of colour of skin or even because of religion there’s an 

expectation that when you say ‘home’ you mean somewhere outside of 

Ireland or off the continent of Europe. And because parents have 

options [to go to another place they call ‘home’], they don’t seem to 

realise that their kids don’t have that option and nobody is talking about 

[this] (Participant A, focus group 1). 

The complex socialisation and sense of identity of second and ‘1.5’ generation young 

people meant that they sometimes have to negotiate differing expectations. A CCRYS 

project worker described the sorts of issues which she had discussed with young 

people: 

   

They were saying that … a lot of their parents want them to keep their 

culture but a lot of parents want them to assimilate and they will push 

them to do stuff. The young people keep saying that they [are] being 

pushed everywhere and in all directions and by everybody … A huge 

amount of pressure … And … [their] sense of Irishness, it seems really 

complex, really difficult, more so because there is no space given to 

them for support with it and no one is giving them that support

Secondly, young people recalled difficulties in ‘escaping’ particular labels or responses 

which made them feel ‘different’ at a time when they wished to blend in with their peers. 

According to one young person: 

I’ve been involved in mainstream youth work … when I was younger ... 

They had certain things that I was really interested in like a youth forum 

and a choir. So I felt listened to … But I think youth work sometimes is 

very constrained and for people maybe from a migrant background it 

might be harder. Because at this age when you’re young you’re trying to 

navigate your identity and when you go into a youth club — that’s your 

identity. You’re black. You’re from a migrant background. And it’s some-

thing that’s stamped on you and I think people might shy away from that 

a little bit. I went through that as well. Because first of all I have interests 

but when you go there they’re like ‘oh where are you from?’ All these ques-

tions and you’re not really sure where you stand as well in your identity as 

yourself (Participant I, focus group 2). 

Relatedly, although some participants felt that culturally-related events to promote interac-

tion among young people were of value, the efficacy of once-off ‘intercultural’ days based 

on superficial markers of culture was questioned. One migrant community leader noted:

 

We were talking … to some kids, they were saying that some schools do 

… cultural days … and they say ‘you bring whatever from your country’, 

and they [the young people] were saying they don’t like it because it 

means they are on the platform, they are being showcased ... this is the 

show and everyone has to pay attention to them (Participant A, focus 

group 1). 

Finally, despite the desire to minimise their ethnic or cultural differences, paradoxically 

perhaps, the need for young people to find a ‘voice’ and a space with other young people 

to discuss and process those very factors which render them different was identified. 

Another migrant leader noted that:

I was born in [North Africa] and I grew up in [Europe] and … the pressure 

you are talking about, the parents, the community … Like each individual 

experiences it in a different way and they have a different way to go 

through it and manage it. But … there’s a conflict around them [young 

people] and a conflict in them. So I know how they feel and I know when 

they are given a voice, they can get to the next step (Participant C, focus 

group 1).

One of the young participants described some of the reasons for her participation in a 

self-organised young women’s group: 

If you ask many of us now compared to our parents’ mindset it’s going to 

be totally changing [different] from their mindsets so [participating in this 

group], it’s this thing of ‘we have a common ground’. Because here we 

are caught in two positions – we’ve come to this new society where they 

have their own way of going; our parents have their own way of going at 

home. Where does the balance step in? Do I have people who under-

stand that balance in my head? (Participant G, focus group 2). 

ii. Parental and Community Regulation

A second, interrelated topic to emerge from the data was the impact on young people of 

intergenerational differences with regard to matters such as appropriate behaviour or 

cultural norms. Young people often had to deal with differences between the expectations 

of their parents or communities and those of their peers and the wider ‘Irish’ community. 

For instance, culturally specific understandings of young people’s personal autonomy 

were apparent. During discussions with the young African women, the matter of parental 

discipline was discussed. One participant argued that:

 

Our parents have a different mindset. … Because if I want to … maybe … 

blend in with the real [sic] kids who grew up here, their parents let them 

go out at 14 until 10pm, at 15 until 11pm, all the parties. And my parents 

are like ‘you better be home at 7’ (Participant J, focus group 2). 

She added that: 

I know African people have many different cultures, but I think one thing 

that we have in common is our parents – there’s some kind of discipline 

that runs around Africa. I don’t know how, why, but it’s present in nearly 

every country

There was a gendered dimension to the theme of young people’s autonomy, though 

young women’s sense of agency also emerged strongly from the data. Another partici-

pant suggested that: 

Even in our own families how we’re treated because we’re girls to our 

brothers is totally different, and how sometimes -  I’m talking from my own 

experience here – as if I had an older brother, he probably would have 

been allowed out and about and been involved in a lot of things more than 

I would I feel. Unfortunately my parents are unlucky they got a girl that is 

kind of like a boy – so I didn’t really need that permission, I just went for it 

(Participant G, focus group 2). 

While limitations on young people’s autonomy appears to stem from particular cultural 

and religious attitudes towards matters such as gender, parenting and childhood, they 

are also partly attributable to parental fears for their children’s safety in a context of signifi-

cant levels of societal racism – a theme we address in more detail below. For example, the 

parent whom we interviewed noted that: 

[My daughter] has said to me ‘Mum, I want to go in a protest’. I’m saying 

‘no you’re not going’. Because in the protest things can go wrong and 

you’ve put yourself in danger. So you have to protect yourself. There is 

other ways of protesting — whether it’s writing or voicing — but don’t go 

there and be screaming and shouting. People have different kinds of 

banners on them … So you have to choose carefully in what you partici-

pate in and don’t participate in. We are still a minority here and it’s very 

easy for people to attack us. So I am very, very cautious.

She recalled the responses of some of her daughter’s friends upon hearing that she was 

allowed to travel alone on the bus:

 

[My daughter] was talking to some of the Muslim girls, and they were like 

'Your parents let you get the bus? Aren't you scared? They let you? That's 

so dangerous!' But this is what they have been told.  It's unsafe for you to 

be outside.

It was also noted that young women can face pressures from their wider communities with 

regard to expectations of appropriate behaviour. In reference to the young Muslim women 

she worked with, one of the CCRYS project workers noted that:

[Many people in their community have] an opinion about them and are 

very vocal about it. They have women who aren’t related to them but are 

‘aunties’ telling them that they shouldn’t have Facebook [etc.] … and 

others are saying ‘no it’s fine’.

A group of young Muslim women became enthusiastic members of a football club for girls. 

While their participation was supported by their parents, it was also met with some nega-

tive responses from other community members. According to the same project worker:

 

Stuff … comes up for the girls [who are] playing soccer in the hijab … 

There is a bit of a backlash from some people in the community saying 

'this isn't for Muslims'. So they're pushing in a particular direction. But 

there's a huge amount of pressure put on them which says, 'Ok, if you 

want to play football, you have to be a perfect Muslim. You don't give them 

[some members of the community] anything that they can throw at you'. 

So they're carrying this responsibility. They're pushing forward and they're 

groundbreakers. But they're not allowed to make mistakes like other 

young people do as the … community is watching them. 

 

While parental and community regulation can constrain the activities of some young 

Muslims, there is also clear evidence of a diversity of perspectives among migrant 

parents and leaders. While careful not to expose their children to harm, the parent and 

leader whom we interviewed both acted as positive role models for the young women in 

their care and were anxious that they had as many opportunities for social interaction and 

personal development as possible. As the parent explained with regard to youth work:

It … empower[s] the girls with tools that they could actually bring to their 

future life … [My daughter] understands more about youth work and 

participating and voicing and how … to do a campaign ... This is some-

thing that was alien to me and it was alien to her as well. When she came 

last night [from the CCRYS leadership training] she said ‘that was really 

intense. I don’t know if I took anything in.’ But she did, you know? From 

talking to her, she had [taken it in] … And this is something I would like 

my daughter or my children to carry on with. 

iii.  Religious Beliefs and Observance 

Religious faith and practice were central features in the lives of many of the young partici-

pants in this study. Three key findings were noted with regard to this. Firstly, religion is a 

key source of support and strength in their lives. The following comment from one young 

person exemplified this view:

Church … again comes down to this idea of community. You are sharing 

something in common, you’re supporting each other’s faith as well and 

also I think the support does not just come from the people but from your 

belief itself. Because I believe in God and I get my strength from knowing 

that he is going to help me (Participant G, focus group 2). 

Secondly, the research found that young people are often located at the intersection of 

different value systems and that their religious backgrounds played a key role in this. It 

was suggested that negotiating these different value systems created tensions and pres-

sures in the young people’s lives. For example, the focus group with community and 

religious leaders occurred shortly after the 2015 Marriage Equality referendum in Ireland. 

It was pointed out by the participants that many people in their communities that were 

affiliated with African Pentecostal Churches were opposed to civil marriage for gay and 

lesbian people. The Methodist minister, for instance, noted that those among the second 

generation that supported a ‘no’ vote were reproached by their peers while those that 

advocated a ‘yes’ faced recrimination from their family or community. He added:

The school [is] educating the child for 20 hours a week. But any good 

African Pentecostal Church, you’re going to have a very high level of 

involvement with it. So there’s this double value formation … [At] my 

school, all the kids did a ‘vote yes’ thing and then in the evening you go to 

a prayer meeting, and it’s ‘vote no’. And it’s the … youth that are … having 

to negotiate [that] (Participant D, focus group 1) 

One of the CCRYS project workers noted the ‘conflictual messages’ which the young 

people were receiving: 

I remember that came out from [one young person during the leadership 

training we did] when she was talking about one of the challenges … 

about becoming an activist and getting projects off the ground. She 

named religious conservatism. But she constantly talks about different 

issues, about LGBT rights and I thought 'this is mad.' She’s probably hear-

ing all of these things [LGBT rights etc.] in school … and then she's prob-

ably hearing other things in other spaces. 

A third finding to emerge in relation to religious observance was its implications for partici-

pation in youth work. One of our focus group participants had established a girls’ group 

within her mosque. However, some other community members were fearful of her efforts 

to introduce structured youth activities. Their objections appeared to centre on a fear that 

involvement in youth activities might dilute or detract from the young people’s understand-

ing and practice of Islam. According to a parent of one of the girls:

[The young people] all want activities, they all want activities. But [some 

of] the older women – the mothers maybe - have objections. It’s a conflict 

of culture … between generations … [The young people are] going to 

non-Muslim schools. You know your environment influences you. And 

they’re still young as well you have to remember. They’re not fully under-

standing Islam … The older generations understand Islam better. And 

there’s kind of a conflict there. 

She mentioned that anyone working with Muslim youth would need to be very aware of ‘the 

needs of the Muslim child’, including, for instance, the prohibition of ‘free-mixing’, that is, 

socialising between young men and women. She further noted that the presence of youth 

workers from the Muslim religion would be of great benefit in allaying parental and com-

munity fears.

iv.  Leadership and Civic/Political Participation 

The research found that some of the young women wished to be involved in issue-based 

work. This was particularly apparent among the young African women who were already 

affiliated with a migrant women’s rights organisation. As one of them said, ‘we’re literally 

dying of ideas to improve our community or improve the nation.’ The young women’s 

responses reflected their concern with migrant-specific inequalities.

According to one participant:

We are migrant women in this country and we — I believe almost half of 

us here —have gone through … a bit of discrimination here and there, 

racism here and there and obviously it wouldn’t be an easy task changing 

that, but it would be great seeing us improving on that (Participant F, 

focus group 2). 

However, they also expressed a desire to be involved in issues affecting young people in 

Ireland generally. For example, when discussing her perceptions of the Irish education 

system, another participant noted that: 

[M]any [young] people feel like ‘I can’t get in [to college] anyways and I’m 

not going to strive for it.’ … Even the Irish kids themselves, they end up at 

a place of ‘I can just get a FETAC [course] and get a work’ and … it’s 

really not good, it limits the mind … So I would definitely change the 

educational system to such a way that it can accommodate everybody in 

their different ways to strive for a better education, a better future 

because at the end of the day it brings out a better country (Participant J, 

focus group 2). 

Some of the participants demonstrated significant potential for youth leadership. One 

young person recalled how: 

We were sitting in Stephen’s Green yesterday after [a] … conference 

talking about different issues and it was so empowering and so motivat-

ing … We talked about real issues that were happening and they got to a 

point of even coming up with solutions and making connections between 

different things (Participant I, focus group 2). 

The potential for leadership and an interest in issues facing young people among migrant 

young people was also evident during discussions at the youth leadership training deliv-

ered by the CCRYS intercultural youth project. The participants in this training were from 

a range of ethnic minority backgrounds. One of the CCRYS project workers noted:

LGBT stuff came out during the training mainly through the Muslim girls 

that wear the veil. They were actually really, really concerned that their 

LGBT peers wouldn't be supported. It was really Interesting. All of them 

mentioned LGBT as an issue that they felt really strongly about

 v. Racism and Exclusion 

A key issue to emerge from across the all interviews and focus groups was the degree to 

which racism had become a ‘normal’ feature of young people’s lives. The research also 

found that, while friendships with young ‘Irish’ people had been formed, young people 

also experienced exclusion among their peers. 

Participants discussed misrepresentations of and racist attitudes towards both Muslims 

and black Africans. These had a significant impact on the young people whose respons-

es ranged from frustration to a deep sense of hurt. Some participants were frustrated by 

ignorance, misinformation or generalisations about Africa. According to one young 

person: 

I’ve lived in Africa. It’s not just bushes and forests and everything. Things 

happen in Africa. Beautiful things. But then again the way the Irish people 

ask is from the perception that they’ve been given. ‘Oh it’s just poverty. 

The people there are just struggling.’ All this kind of stuff. And they 

wouldn’t really know our cultures and the way we act to certain things 

(Participant K, focus group 2).

Another young person who had migrated to Ireland as a young adult recalled a conversa-

tion she had had with her younger brother who was born in Ireland. 

When I came to this country, my little brother asked me a question … ‘Do 

you sleep on a bed in Africa?’ And I said ‘hold on little brother. Why do 

you ask this question?’ And he was like ‘because our teacher was talking 

to us about Africa and he was saying literally that in Africa most people 

live in the bush, they don’t sleep on beds, they don’t have telly … like 

they’re struggling in Africa.’ And I said to him ‘Baby, when you go to 

school tomorrow, you tell teacher Africans are humans. They have a bed, 

they have telly’ (Participant F, focus group 2)

The following quotation from one young person typified the view among the Muslim girls 

that they were constantly judged on the basis of crimes committed in the name of Islam:

 

Sometimes, in the news they judge a whole community based on 10 

people and … that’s why people mostly when they see Muslims they think 

… ‘these people don’t give education to girls, they’re just bad, they do 

bombs, and 9/11 and stuff.’ They don’t think about the other good stuff we 

do (Participant P, focus group 3). 

Similarly, her friend commented that:

If they said something in the news that’s bad about Muslims, it does not 

mean I’m one of them. Maybe I’ve got other thinking. Maybe … they’re 

thinking they want to kill people, I’m not like that ... Islam is all about 

peace and loving people (Participant M, focus group 3).

Experiences of racism emerged too in the accounts of the young African women. One 

participant described the emotional and exclusionary effects of racist discourses about 

black Africans: 

Because most people think you just came from Africa and then started 

taking things from us, benefits, job-wise and other stuff. So I feel like a 

gold-digger (Participant F, focus group 2). 

In a similar vein, another young person noted:

Even sometimes I’m scared to go into ... the social welfare offices 

because I see all these eyes around me. I can’t wait to finish college and 

get myself a job so I don’t have to go back in there. It’s so scary. You go 

in there and you feel like ’oh my days, they’re all looking at me.’ I feel like 

I shouldn’t be here (Participant K, focus group 2).

The wounding effects of online racism and its consequences for migrants’ participation 

and sense of belonging in Irish society were also mentioned by a number of research 

participants. For one young person:

I feel if I read stuff in the media, if someone writes an article about 

migrants or stuff like that, the kind of comments from people - literally 

when I read them I feel, well these are people, this is society, that’s what 

they’re saying about migrants in the country. And when you read them, 

they are really, really horrible. It feels like ‘I should just hide in my room. I 

shouldn’t come out’… They smile but just pretending, but not letting some-

one fully in. Because what they write in the media and stuff like that isn’t 

really good, isn’t positive about migrants (Participant K, focus group 2).

In addition to general racist attitudes, participants also noted instances of bullying or 

exclusion by their peers which they believed were related to their Muslim identity, though 

it is important to emphasise that some participants also spoke of their Irish classmates 

being their ‘bestos’ [best friends]. One of them recalled:

Like in my class on the first day, one of the girls she didn’t really like me 

because I was wearing a scarf but then even like when I was writing with 

a pencil, I asked her did she want to write with it, and she was like ‘no, I 

won’t touch that’. And I was like ‘ok that’s your decision. What are you 

going to write with?’ And then in the school years, we’re actually like best 

pals now, literally. She just like knows me now. She just thought I was bad 

or something (Participant P, focus group 3). 

Another participant said:

Well I get bullied because I’m Muslim and I still do … I told my teacher 

and then she apologised to me and then she’s really nice to me. But then 

these girls these days, they’re not that nice to me. I’m actually not really 

sure why they’re not nice to me maybe because of the colour of my skin 

or something. But they like everybody else in the class and they don’t like 

me mostly. When people have birthday parties, this girl she had a birth-

day party and she invited the whole class except me (Participant Q, focus 

group 3). 

A further manifestation of racism and exclusion highlighted in the research were the phys-

ical threats or racist encounters from strangers in public experienced by some of the 

young people. These encounters took a highly gendered form particularly as they related 

to stereotypes about black women’s sexuality. One young person recalled:

On the buses I’ve had experience where these guys are like ‘come marry 

me, I’ll give you a green card’ and all this … And older guys as well …on 

the streets sometimes. I don’t think they would say the same thing to a 

young Irish person … I look like a kid! I could have been any age, coming 

up to you and being like ‘Hey, do you want to sleep with me tonight?’, like 

propositioning you … I’ve had a friend who was asked if she’s a prostitute 

(Participant I, focus group 2). 

A fellow participant responded that this had happened to her also: 

I was just innocently standing at a bus stop and someone said ‘do you 

want to come with me?’ I said ‘where?’ ‘I will pay you good’. I mean I really 

felt like ‘what do you take me for? You really think I’m just standing here 

waiting for you to ask me if you will pay me well’ (Participant H, focus 

group 2). 

The threat to young people’s safety and bodily integrity as a consequence of racism was 

also named by the CCRYS project workers. This, it was felt, had implications for youth 

work: 

When we did the training with the young people ... the sense that I got 

was they really, really want to get involved in stuff but there's an issue of 

safety. Really they don't feel safe in a lot of the spaces that are offered for 

them. In terms of the youth services, geographically again, we're talking 

about youth projects that are in areas that are pretty difficult, so the 

services that can provide a service to these young people or that are 

equipped to do it are not in areas that actually are safe enough for these 

young people to access. 

According to her colleague:

If you unpack the issues that young women are coming up against, 

there's mad stuff all together. If you're talking about the young women in 

the [mosque] ... if you can get to a conversation of their experience of 

living in the area, or areas like it, lots of stuff is coming up around how safe 

they feel on the streets, around … racist incidents, getting their hijabs 

pulled off them, being spat at, all that kind of stuff. It's so normalised, it's 

mad, crazy, you know? And not having a space to process that and just 

that sense of 'that's just the way it is.’

The parent of a young Muslim girl noted that: 

There is a lot of Islamaphobia going around at the moment. I do fear 

where I send my kids. I have to have different nationalities in that group to 

feel that my kids are going to be safe. If it’s just an all-Irish place, I’m not 

comfortable … I’m not comfortable, because they will always come back 

and say ‘So-and-so said this. So-and-so said that’ … I mean I’m not 

saying I want every single box to be ticked, even if it was just [a] multi-cul-

tural [group], I would be quite happy. 

Her responses also highlighted how her daughter’s agency and ‘voice’ were constrained 

by macro social policy concerning Muslims beyond Ireland, in this case the so-called 

‘Preventing Violent Extremism’   agenda in the UK. She explained that she liked to give her 

daughter the tools to respond to misrepresentations of Islam by teachers or peers. Howev-

er, she also cautioned her daughter to ‘be careful what you say [at school]’: 

Because she’s very voiceful. She gives her opinion. I’m also fearful at the 

moment of what’s happening in the UK. The government is asking 

schools to keep an eye on students to see who is extremist, and they 

should be reported and everything. I say to her ‘you have to be careful’. I 

don’t know what the agenda is here.

Finally, young people’s strategies for coping with racism or exclusion were mentioned. 

Both CCRYS workers noted that humour was one way in which young people managed 

their experiences of racism. For instance, young Muslims might humorously take on a 

stereotype as a means of satirising and coping with the association between Islam and 

terrorism:

I see [this use of humour by] young people in lots of different ways. It’s 

putting [the stereotype] out there and [saying] ‘I’ll get there before you do, 

you know?’ ‘This is who I am. And I know what you think. And [I] can laugh 

at it.’

It was further suggested that young people might ‘self-exclude’ from mainstream youth 

work or other related ‘white’ spaces in search of better ways of processing their experienc-

es. According to one young person: 

When you see [how] … the media [represent us] … [and]  all the experi-

ences that we’ve had, and you think about going to a predominantly white 

youth centre … with all that baggage, it’s kind of almost easier not to and 

to maybe self-organise … Because all of these things have an effect on 

you. So maybe you think forming a group that’s not [already] there, that’s 

with people who have shared experiences would be easier and more 

helpful (Participant I, focus group 2). 

4.2 The Role of Youth Work
In this section, we consider in turn the implications for youth work of each of the themes 

addressed in the preceding section with reference to relevant literature. We then discuss 

research findings which related specifically to youth work, highlighting its potential but 

also the ongoing challenges which remain with regard to the participation of young people 

from ethnic minority groups.  

i. Migration, Identity and Belonging

Our findings indicate that youth workers working with young people from ethnic minority 

groups may need to be aware of how issues pertaining to their personal and social identity 

affect their sense of belonging and wellbeing. The potential role of youth work in this 

regard was summed up by one of the CCRYS project workers: 

We have a whole generation of young people who are trying to negotiate 

what it feels to be both Muslim and Irish, both black and Irish and I see 

them struggling with this stuff. So that's one side of it. But I also see them 

have all the other stuff that happens to young people – having to deal with 

relationships and broken hearts and having trouble with school and 

clashing with their friends and stuff on the internet and getting into 

trouble. So you have all that … stuff of being a teenager … and then they 

have this extra layer of stuff … For me that's where youth work comes in. 

[It] makes space for young people to make sense of their own social 

reality and help them negotiate this. 

The findings also suggest that youth workers must walk a fine line between offering 

support where necessary while avoiding a situation where young people may feel inap-

propriately singled out (see also ní Laoire, et al, 2011). This work must take place in 

spaces where young people feel safe. Some of the findings - for instance, the comment 

by participant I above -indicate that this may need to happen in identity-specific groups 

or in groups comprising young people with shared exposure to or experience of the 

issue(s) in question. This is in keeping with commonly-held youth work values and 

approaches which are concerned with developing flexible responses to the particular 

needs of young people as they arise. 

ii. Parental and Community Regulation

While all young people face constraints on their personal autonomy, our research found 

evidence that young people from ethnic minorities may be subjected to greater parental 

regulation and community expectation than their ‘Irish’ peers. This suggests that youth 

work may have a role in providing a space for young people to process the sometimes 

conflicting expectations which they may face. It also raises challenges for how the princi-

ple of self-determination — that is ‘the non-directive enabling of young people to make 

decisions and choices in their lives’ (Imam and Bowler, 2010: 144)  — has traditionally 

been understood within youth work practice. For example, some parental involvement in 

activity choices may have to be countenanced in order to facilitate inclusion. 

This theme underscores the advice of previous strategies and guides for intercultural 

youth work (Lynam, 2009; NYCI/Youthnet, 2012) which emphasised that youth workers 

may need to purposively and patiently spend time building up the trust and buy-in of 

parents, guardians and community leaders. It also suggests that youth workers may need 

to be aware of the greater restrictions placed on some young migrants’ free time when 

planning the timing and location of activities.  

iii. Religious Beliefs and Observance

The centrality of religious faith in many young people’s lives carries with it a number of 

implications for youth work. Firstly, it suggests that practitioners need to increase their 

religious literacy. Indeed, there is some evidence of nascent efforts by youth workers to 

achieve this. One youth worker interviewed for the research noted that workers in her 

project who were working with Muslim children and parents in their homework club were 

‘trying to educate themselves [about different religions], so they’ve gotten books that are 

child-friendly around religion.’ 

With regard to young people’s location at the interface between conflicting value systems, 

the findings imply that youth workers may have a role to play in supporting young people 

to discuss and debate different worldviews in a safe and respectful environment. There 

may also be a role for youth work in supporting young people to discuss complex issues 

surrounding individual sexuality which may not be addressed at home. For instance, 

according to one of the migrant community leaders: 

A lot of what is going there are issues … to do with sexuality, and sexual 

identity that you’d find within the African community it’s a no-go area. 

People assume there are no gay people or … whatever … You cannot 

lead them … but you need to create space where the conversations can 

be had (Participant A, focus group 1).

Changes to youth work practice may also be required in order to accommodate the religi-

osity within many ethnic minority families. For example, our research found evidence of 

how one youth project within the Canal Communities area managed, after some difficul-

ties, to accommodate the needs of the Muslim children in relation to Halal food. 

With regard to young Muslim women specifically, the research indicates that youth work-

ers must find ways of accommodating the parental regulation which they may face, while 

avoiding stereotypes of young Muslim women as passive or without a voice (see McGarry, 

2012). It is also important not to create the impression that religious observance should or 

could inevitably exclude them from youth work. Up to 18 young girls from one Dublin 

mosque engaged with the CCRYS intercultural youth project during its lifetime. For two or 

three of these young people, their participation was confined to activities within the 

mosque. For most of the others, their participation was permitted in youth activities outside 

the mosque where relationships of trust had been established with those carrying them 

out and if one of the Muslim volunteers was also present. One of the CCRYS intercultural 

youth project workers expressed the view that with more time, they could have deepened 

the relationship of trust with Muslim parents and religious leaders to a point where more 

young women could access activities without the involvement of parents or adult mem-

bers of the Muslim community. This also underlines the importance of involving workers 

and volunteers from ethnic minority communities in youth work. 

In order to widen the participation of young Muslim women in youth work, however, the 

provision of youth work to gender-specific groups will have to be considered (see also 

McGarry, 2012; for an opposing perspective, see Cressey, 2006). Failure to offer a dedi-

cated space to young Muslim women will result in their exclusion. There is considerable 

precedent for gender-specific groups within youth work. These have been undertaken 

with members of the Traveller Community and in relation to matters such as sexual health 

(NYCI, 2012). Gender-specific youth work has long been regarded as a means of 

addressing the specific needs of young women and of mitigating young women’s margin-

alisation within youth work spaces (Hanbury, Lee and Batsleer, 2010). 

Finally, in highlighting this theme, we also suggest that, as practitioners, we avoid a binary 

understanding of the differences between Muslim and non-Muslim/Christian and 

non-Christian value systems and remember that religious and cultural communities are 

complex, heterogeneous and dynamic. As we have seen, differing interpretations of 

religious doctrine and cultural practices — such as the prohibition on ‘free-mixing’ (mixed 

activities between male and female) or attitudes to young women’s sporting activities 

—are evident among adherents of the same faith.

iv. Leadership and Civic/Political Participation

Many of our findings challenge stereotypes of young migrants as passively ‘in need’ of 

integration (see ní Laoire et al, 2011). This is particularly in evidence in the findings relat-

ing to young people’s leadership and desire to activate social change. While we cannot 

make any claims as to the typicality of these young people’s perspectives, such findings 

appear highly relevant to youth work given its central concern with enabling young 

people’s voice. Furthermore, it is significant that the young African women had self-organ-

ised as a group, with the support of the migrant women’s organisation and of CCRYS itself. 

This indicates a possible role for youth workers and other trusted allies in enabling young 

migrants’ self-organisation where such a need exists.  

v. Racism and Exclusion

Our research confirms the findings of previous research in relation to the prevalence of 

racism in young migrants’ lives (see also Gilligan et al, 2010; ní Laoire, 2011; Szlovák and 

Szewczyk, 2015). This theme has a number of important consequences for youth work.

 

Firstly, a meaningful youth work relationship may help young people to process their expe-

riences of racism, experiences which are multi-faceted and gendered. Secondly, critical, 

open, non-judgemental conversations of the type advocated by Thomas and Henri (2011) 

are crucial to supporting young people to address their racist views. Youth work’s capaci-

ty for creative, flexible approaches is relevant in this regard.  For example, one youth 

worker described her project’s use of ‘Theatre of the Oppressed’ methodology with young 

people as a means of initiating what Thomas (2002: 60) calls ‘conversations with a 

purpose’ in relation to matters of social injustice. Nonetheless, deeply held racist attitudes 

among some of the young people attending some youth services are clearly a problem to 

which there is no easy solution. Thomas and Henri (2011) who have worked with young 

white people within communities characterised by deep racial divisions in northern 

England have suggested that opportunities for cross-community interaction on a planned 

and sustained basis can make a difference here. Where young people cannot attend 

youth services due to fears of racism and personal safety or who ‘self-exclude’ in the 

manner described by some of our young participants, there is an imperative that alterna-

tive spaces for flexible, youth-centred support are identified and resourced. All these 

steps may depend on youth organisations building greater fluency around racism and 

diversity issues.

 vi. Barriers to Accessing Youth Work

In addition to the findings set out above, the research identified a number of barriers to the 

participation in youth work by young people from ethnic minorities. These relate to how 

youth work is often structured and resourced. 

Firstly, constraints associated with the geographical boundaries of youth organisation’s 

catchment areas were noted. It was suggested by the CCRYS intercultural youth project 

workers that many young people from ethnic minorities are congregating in spaces, such 

as their mosque, which are outside the areas in which they live. This means that they are 

less likely to access youth work services in the areas where they reside.  

Secondly and relatedly, the sort of outreach which is traditionally undertaken by youth 

services, for instance, through street work or in social housing estates, does not enable 

contact with young people who are congregating in different sorts of spaces, such as 

mosques. This can render them invisible to youth services.  

Thirdly, although we have mentioned matters of ethnic identity, the question of social class 

is also relevant to our study. Youth work in some areas has been built up over many years 

to respond to the needs of young people deemed ‘at risk’ due to their specific experiences 

of class-based exclusion and inequality.   Such youth services may use models of practice 

which are focused on the issues facing young people ‘at risk’ of involvement in addiction 

or crime. It was suggested that these issues may not be as relevant to many young people 

from ethnic minority communities. According to one youth worker for instance:  

Young people come here when their needs are not being met. Their risk 

level is very different. Drug use is quite serious here and young people 

quite young are getting involved in running and taking drugs, particularly 

smoking grass and I mean from 9, 10 years of age, very young. I don’t see 

Muslim children getting involved in that kind of activity. 

Finally, a shortage of resources placed significant pressure on youth organisations and 

undermined their capacity to keep the issue of intercultural youth work consistently on 

their agenda. According to one youth worker, for example:

We are down to the wire here and I’m really not just moaning saying that, 

we genuinely are. There’s a lot of stuff we’ve had to just drop because we 

just can’t manage it. And I’m really trying to be careful that people don’t 

do over their hours. Because you can get burned out very easily. 

Her colleague in another youth project expressed the view that

When things get very busy we revert to type. We go back to ... what we 

are supposed to do – all about those [young people] most at risk that 

present in that chaotic way … so it can be very easy to put [efforts to 

include ethnic minority young people] by the wayside … because there is 

so much [else to do] … You have to have that passion within you, you 

have to have that want within you [to do additional work to reach ethnic 

minority young people]. It’s not as if you’re going to have nothing [else] to 

do. So someone has to come and say – and from up high, our funders – 

that this is an issue, this is something that we want you to look at.

One of the CCRYS project workers expressed the view that:  

Youth projects, from what I can see, that engage with more diverse young 

people - in the sense of class - seem to find it easier to attract young 

people from ethnic minority communities … I think it might be linked to 

resources. Projects that are stripped to the bare bones [often] concen-

trate on firefighting with the most ‘at risk’ young people and this can 

create youth work spaces that are inaccessible or tough for minority 

ethnic young people. 

vii. The Potential of Youth Work 

Although we have highlighted barriers within youth work, our research also illuminated its 

relevance and the potential it offers for including young people from ethnic minority 

groups and for addressing some of their needs. Firstly, despite the constraints they faced, 

there was evidence of a ‘buy-in’ from youth services to the principle of inclusive youth 

work. According to one youth worker for example:

I was a very loud voice in team meetings that we don’t need to change 

any strategy [to include more young people from ethnic minorities], that 

young people are young people and the door is always open, it’s all about 

voluntary participation. If they want to come, we’ll sort it out then and 

integrate. I still have part of those views. But with [CCRYS intercultural 

youth project worker] arriving and some of the conversations with her … 

it just let me know that it’s just not that simple. In a way that was a bit of a 

cop-out … you have to make that effort. You have to make it appealing in 

some way, shape or form.

One of the youth projects in the area had succeeded in including young people from a 

range of ethnic minority backgrounds in mainstream youth work activities. Another project 

had not succeeded in attracting many teenagers from ethnic minority communities but it 

had a significant numbers of Muslim children in its homework club. She recalled:

[We] would always encourage in the homework clubs that parents would 

go along to trips and different things. So the Muslim women just took it up 

really quickly. I’ve often seen them bringing in food and everything to the 

homework clubs. Particularly in the summer project they were making 

sweets that they make and the kids were all loving them. And it was 

getting to a point last summer where the kids were putting orders in, 

saying ‘will you bring sweets to this trip?’ And it was all really nice. And it 

was a really nice way to integrate the kids in and the parents in, and I 

suppose to try and tackle the whole racism issue, but in a normal way. 

 

Secondly, youth work’s flexibility and its capacity to engage young people and foster 

cross-community interaction in creative ways also emerged. A youth worker recalled a 

project organised in collaboration with the CCRYS intercultural youth project:

The graffiti around Fatima… was a project that we did with two artists 

[who] came over from England. One was Muslim and one was 

English-Irish so we did graffiti on the pitch around there. It was basically 

of the flats and a butterfly emerging [to symbolise] the whole regeneration 

[process] because the Muslim symbols are very similar to the old Celtic 

symbols so that was put onto it as well. So that and the fact that one of the 

artists was Muslim, the young people were asking a lot of questions about 

stuff that they’re just curious about, that they don’t understand. And we 

[youth workers] were as well because there’s loads I obviously don’t know 

… And the young people, because they were able to talk to him and he 

So there’s this double value formation…

was a graffiti artist, so he was cool and they were asking him loads of 

questions and he was very honest … So that was really good. 

Thirdly, youth work offers a means where young people can simply be ‘young’ without the 

label of ‘migrant’. For instance, one young person recalled her participation in Foróige’s 

‘Big Brother, Big Sister’ mentoring programme:

I loved [it] because there wasn’t really anything about me being from a 

migrant background. It was about me being a role model for another 

young person growing up in my school and stuff like that (Participant G, 

focus group 2).
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In what follows, we outline our findings with regard to our previously stated research aims. 

Our first section below, ‘Issues Experienced by Young People from Ethnic Minorities’, 
identifies five significant, intertwined themes. These are, firstly, the challenges young 

people face in navigating the multiple and sometimes conflicting forces which shape their 

sense of personal and social identity and which inform their sense of belonging; secondly, 

the impact on young people of parental and community expectations; thirdly, the signifi-

cance of religious observance and religious influences in young people’s lives; fourthly, 

opportunities for leadership and civic or political participation and fifthly, the ongoing 

reality of racism in young people’s lives.

 

The next section, ‘the Role of Youth Work’, considers the implications for youth work of 

these themes and provides an account of our findings with regard to youth work and the 

inclusion of young people from ethnic minorities. The subsequent section, ‘CCRYS Inter-
cultural Youth Project: What Lessons Can We Learn?’, focuses specifically on the 

experiences of the intercultural youth project within CCRYS. We analyse some of the key 

successes, challenges and complexities which the project and its partner organisations 

encountered during its lifetime and consider the implications of these for youth work. 

Our final section provides some brief conclusions to the study and offers recommenda-

tions for furthering youth work with young migrants based on the results of our study. 

4.1 Issues Experienced by Young People 
from Ethnic Minorities 
i.        Migration, Identity and Belonging 
Our research suggested that young people, particularly those who were born in Ireland or 

who arrived here as children, feel an affinity with more than one national or cultural identi-

ty. For instance, in their responses to a question on this matter on the questionnaire 

distributed prior to the focus groups, some of the young people described themselves in 

hyphenated terms such as ‘Irish-Congolese’, ‘Cameroonian-Irish’ or ‘Palestinian-Irish’. 

The research also indicated, however, that young people can face difficulties in navigat-

ing and expressing the different aspects of their ethnic and cultural identities. These 

difficulties manifested in a number of areas. Firstly, it was apparent that many young 

people do not identify with their ‘country of origin’ as strongly as their parents or older 

siblings. In a quotation which underscores the child-specific nature of the migration expe-

rience, one migrant community leader suggested that:

 

[Many] parents don’t seem to understand what migration is for their kids. 

Like for me, I can always say ‘I can go back to Zimbabwe’. But for [the 

young people], Zimbabwe … [is] not necessarily home. [In] Ireland … 

people meet them and say ‘go back to Africa’. But that’s not a reality for 

them. So because of colour of skin or even because of religion there’s an 

expectation that when you say ‘home’ you mean somewhere outside of 

Ireland or off the continent of Europe. And because parents have 

options [to go to another place they call ‘home’], they don’t seem to 

realise that their kids don’t have that option and nobody is talking about 

[this] (Participant A, focus group 1). 

The complex socialisation and sense of identity of second and ‘1.5’ generation young 

people meant that they sometimes have to negotiate differing expectations. A CCRYS 

project worker described the sorts of issues which she had discussed with young 

people: 

   

They were saying that … a lot of their parents want them to keep their 

culture but a lot of parents want them to assimilate and they will push 

them to do stuff. The young people keep saying that they [are] being 

pushed everywhere and in all directions and by everybody … A huge 

amount of pressure … And … [their] sense of Irishness, it seems really 

complex, really difficult, more so because there is no space given to 

them for support with it and no one is giving them that support

Secondly, young people recalled difficulties in ‘escaping’ particular labels or responses 

which made them feel ‘different’ at a time when they wished to blend in with their peers. 

According to one young person: 

I’ve been involved in mainstream youth work … when I was younger ... 

They had certain things that I was really interested in like a youth forum 

and a choir. So I felt listened to … But I think youth work sometimes is 

very constrained and for people maybe from a migrant background it 

might be harder. Because at this age when you’re young you’re trying to 

navigate your identity and when you go into a youth club — that’s your 

identity. You’re black. You’re from a migrant background. And it’s some-

thing that’s stamped on you and I think people might shy away from that 

a little bit. I went through that as well. Because first of all I have interests 

but when you go there they’re like ‘oh where are you from?’ All these ques-

tions and you’re not really sure where you stand as well in your identity as 

yourself (Participant I, focus group 2). 

Relatedly, although some participants felt that culturally-related events to promote interac-

tion among young people were of value, the efficacy of once-off ‘intercultural’ days based 

on superficial markers of culture was questioned. One migrant community leader noted:

 

We were talking … to some kids, they were saying that some schools do 

… cultural days … and they say ‘you bring whatever from your country’, 

and they [the young people] were saying they don’t like it because it 

means they are on the platform, they are being showcased ... this is the 

show and everyone has to pay attention to them (Participant A, focus 

group 1). 

Finally, despite the desire to minimise their ethnic or cultural differences, paradoxically 

perhaps, the need for young people to find a ‘voice’ and a space with other young people 

to discuss and process those very factors which render them different was identified. 

Another migrant leader noted that:

I was born in [North Africa] and I grew up in [Europe] and … the pressure 

you are talking about, the parents, the community … Like each individual 

experiences it in a different way and they have a different way to go 

through it and manage it. But … there’s a conflict around them [young 

people] and a conflict in them. So I know how they feel and I know when 

they are given a voice, they can get to the next step (Participant C, focus 

group 1).

One of the young participants described some of the reasons for her participation in a 

self-organised young women’s group: 

If you ask many of us now compared to our parents’ mindset it’s going to 

be totally changing [different] from their mindsets so [participating in this 

group], it’s this thing of ‘we have a common ground’. Because here we 

are caught in two positions – we’ve come to this new society where they 

have their own way of going; our parents have their own way of going at 

home. Where does the balance step in? Do I have people who under-

stand that balance in my head? (Participant G, focus group 2). 

ii. Parental and Community Regulation

A second, interrelated topic to emerge from the data was the impact on young people of 

intergenerational differences with regard to matters such as appropriate behaviour or 

cultural norms. Young people often had to deal with differences between the expectations 

of their parents or communities and those of their peers and the wider ‘Irish’ community. 

For instance, culturally specific understandings of young people’s personal autonomy 

were apparent. During discussions with the young African women, the matter of parental 

discipline was discussed. One participant argued that:

 

Our parents have a different mindset. … Because if I want to … maybe … 

blend in with the real [sic] kids who grew up here, their parents let them 

go out at 14 until 10pm, at 15 until 11pm, all the parties. And my parents 

are like ‘you better be home at 7’ (Participant J, focus group 2). 

She added that: 

I know African people have many different cultures, but I think one thing 

that we have in common is our parents – there’s some kind of discipline 

that runs around Africa. I don’t know how, why, but it’s present in nearly 

every country

There was a gendered dimension to the theme of young people’s autonomy, though 

young women’s sense of agency also emerged strongly from the data. Another partici-

pant suggested that: 

Even in our own families how we’re treated because we’re girls to our 

brothers is totally different, and how sometimes -  I’m talking from my own 

experience here – as if I had an older brother, he probably would have 

been allowed out and about and been involved in a lot of things more than 

I would I feel. Unfortunately my parents are unlucky they got a girl that is 

kind of like a boy – so I didn’t really need that permission, I just went for it 

(Participant G, focus group 2). 

While limitations on young people’s autonomy appears to stem from particular cultural 

and religious attitudes towards matters such as gender, parenting and childhood, they 

are also partly attributable to parental fears for their children’s safety in a context of signifi-

cant levels of societal racism – a theme we address in more detail below. For example, the 

parent whom we interviewed noted that: 

[My daughter] has said to me ‘Mum, I want to go in a protest’. I’m saying 

‘no you’re not going’. Because in the protest things can go wrong and 

you’ve put yourself in danger. So you have to protect yourself. There is 

other ways of protesting — whether it’s writing or voicing — but don’t go 

there and be screaming and shouting. People have different kinds of 

banners on them … So you have to choose carefully in what you partici-

pate in and don’t participate in. We are still a minority here and it’s very 

easy for people to attack us. So I am very, very cautious.

She recalled the responses of some of her daughter’s friends upon hearing that she was 

allowed to travel alone on the bus:

 

[My daughter] was talking to some of the Muslim girls, and they were like 

'Your parents let you get the bus? Aren't you scared? They let you? That's 

so dangerous!' But this is what they have been told.  It's unsafe for you to 

be outside.

It was also noted that young women can face pressures from their wider communities with 

regard to expectations of appropriate behaviour. In reference to the young Muslim women 

she worked with, one of the CCRYS project workers noted that:

[Many people in their community have] an opinion about them and are 

very vocal about it. They have women who aren’t related to them but are 

‘aunties’ telling them that they shouldn’t have Facebook [etc.] … and 

others are saying ‘no it’s fine’.

A group of young Muslim women became enthusiastic members of a football club for girls. 

While their participation was supported by their parents, it was also met with some nega-

tive responses from other community members. According to the same project worker:

 

Stuff … comes up for the girls [who are] playing soccer in the hijab … 

There is a bit of a backlash from some people in the community saying 

'this isn't for Muslims'. So they're pushing in a particular direction. But 

there's a huge amount of pressure put on them which says, 'Ok, if you 

want to play football, you have to be a perfect Muslim. You don't give them 

[some members of the community] anything that they can throw at you'. 

So they're carrying this responsibility. They're pushing forward and they're 

groundbreakers. But they're not allowed to make mistakes like other 

young people do as the … community is watching them. 

 

While parental and community regulation can constrain the activities of some young 

Muslims, there is also clear evidence of a diversity of perspectives among migrant 

parents and leaders. While careful not to expose their children to harm, the parent and 

leader whom we interviewed both acted as positive role models for the young women in 

their care and were anxious that they had as many opportunities for social interaction and 

personal development as possible. As the parent explained with regard to youth work:

It … empower[s] the girls with tools that they could actually bring to their 

future life … [My daughter] understands more about youth work and 

participating and voicing and how … to do a campaign ... This is some-

thing that was alien to me and it was alien to her as well. When she came 

last night [from the CCRYS leadership training] she said ‘that was really 

intense. I don’t know if I took anything in.’ But she did, you know? From 

talking to her, she had [taken it in] … And this is something I would like 

my daughter or my children to carry on with. 

iii.  Religious Beliefs and Observance 

Religious faith and practice were central features in the lives of many of the young partici-

pants in this study. Three key findings were noted with regard to this. Firstly, religion is a 

key source of support and strength in their lives. The following comment from one young 

person exemplified this view:

Church … again comes down to this idea of community. You are sharing 

something in common, you’re supporting each other’s faith as well and 

also I think the support does not just come from the people but from your 

belief itself. Because I believe in God and I get my strength from knowing 

that he is going to help me (Participant G, focus group 2). 

Secondly, the research found that young people are often located at the intersection of 

different value systems and that their religious backgrounds played a key role in this. It 

was suggested that negotiating these different value systems created tensions and pres-

sures in the young people’s lives. For example, the focus group with community and 

religious leaders occurred shortly after the 2015 Marriage Equality referendum in Ireland. 

It was pointed out by the participants that many people in their communities that were 

affiliated with African Pentecostal Churches were opposed to civil marriage for gay and 

lesbian people. The Methodist minister, for instance, noted that those among the second 

generation that supported a ‘no’ vote were reproached by their peers while those that 

advocated a ‘yes’ faced recrimination from their family or community. He added:

The school [is] educating the child for 20 hours a week. But any good 

African Pentecostal Church, you’re going to have a very high level of 

involvement with it. So there’s this double value formation … [At] my 

school, all the kids did a ‘vote yes’ thing and then in the evening you go to 

a prayer meeting, and it’s ‘vote no’. And it’s the … youth that are … having 

to negotiate [that] (Participant D, focus group 1) 

One of the CCRYS project workers noted the ‘conflictual messages’ which the young 

people were receiving: 

I remember that came out from [one young person during the leadership 

training we did] when she was talking about one of the challenges … 

about becoming an activist and getting projects off the ground. She 

named religious conservatism. But she constantly talks about different 

issues, about LGBT rights and I thought 'this is mad.' She’s probably hear-

ing all of these things [LGBT rights etc.] in school … and then she's prob-

ably hearing other things in other spaces. 

A third finding to emerge in relation to religious observance was its implications for partici-

pation in youth work. One of our focus group participants had established a girls’ group 

within her mosque. However, some other community members were fearful of her efforts 

to introduce structured youth activities. Their objections appeared to centre on a fear that 

involvement in youth activities might dilute or detract from the young people’s understand-

ing and practice of Islam. According to a parent of one of the girls:

[The young people] all want activities, they all want activities. But [some 

of] the older women – the mothers maybe - have objections. It’s a conflict 

of culture … between generations … [The young people are] going to 

non-Muslim schools. You know your environment influences you. And 

they’re still young as well you have to remember. They’re not fully under-

standing Islam … The older generations understand Islam better. And 

there’s kind of a conflict there. 

She mentioned that anyone working with Muslim youth would need to be very aware of ‘the 

needs of the Muslim child’, including, for instance, the prohibition of ‘free-mixing’, that is, 

socialising between young men and women. She further noted that the presence of youth 

workers from the Muslim religion would be of great benefit in allaying parental and com-

munity fears.

iv.  Leadership and Civic/Political Participation 

The research found that some of the young women wished to be involved in issue-based 

work. This was particularly apparent among the young African women who were already 

affiliated with a migrant women’s rights organisation. As one of them said, ‘we’re literally 

dying of ideas to improve our community or improve the nation.’ The young women’s 

responses reflected their concern with migrant-specific inequalities.

According to one participant:

We are migrant women in this country and we — I believe almost half of 

us here —have gone through … a bit of discrimination here and there, 

racism here and there and obviously it wouldn’t be an easy task changing 

that, but it would be great seeing us improving on that (Participant F, 

focus group 2). 

However, they also expressed a desire to be involved in issues affecting young people in 

Ireland generally. For example, when discussing her perceptions of the Irish education 

system, another participant noted that: 

[M]any [young] people feel like ‘I can’t get in [to college] anyways and I’m 

not going to strive for it.’ … Even the Irish kids themselves, they end up at 

a place of ‘I can just get a FETAC [course] and get a work’ and … it’s 

really not good, it limits the mind … So I would definitely change the 

educational system to such a way that it can accommodate everybody in 

their different ways to strive for a better education, a better future 

because at the end of the day it brings out a better country (Participant J, 

focus group 2). 

Some of the participants demonstrated significant potential for youth leadership. One 

young person recalled how: 

We were sitting in Stephen’s Green yesterday after [a] … conference 

talking about different issues and it was so empowering and so motivat-

ing … We talked about real issues that were happening and they got to a 

point of even coming up with solutions and making connections between 

different things (Participant I, focus group 2). 

The potential for leadership and an interest in issues facing young people among migrant 

young people was also evident during discussions at the youth leadership training deliv-

ered by the CCRYS intercultural youth project. The participants in this training were from 

a range of ethnic minority backgrounds. One of the CCRYS project workers noted:

LGBT stuff came out during the training mainly through the Muslim girls 

that wear the veil. They were actually really, really concerned that their 

LGBT peers wouldn't be supported. It was really Interesting. All of them 

mentioned LGBT as an issue that they felt really strongly about

 v. Racism and Exclusion 

A key issue to emerge from across the all interviews and focus groups was the degree to 

which racism had become a ‘normal’ feature of young people’s lives. The research also 

found that, while friendships with young ‘Irish’ people had been formed, young people 

also experienced exclusion among their peers. 

Participants discussed misrepresentations of and racist attitudes towards both Muslims 

and black Africans. These had a significant impact on the young people whose respons-

es ranged from frustration to a deep sense of hurt. Some participants were frustrated by 

ignorance, misinformation or generalisations about Africa. According to one young 

person: 

I’ve lived in Africa. It’s not just bushes and forests and everything. Things 

happen in Africa. Beautiful things. But then again the way the Irish people 

ask is from the perception that they’ve been given. ‘Oh it’s just poverty. 

The people there are just struggling.’ All this kind of stuff. And they 

wouldn’t really know our cultures and the way we act to certain things 

(Participant K, focus group 2).

Another young person who had migrated to Ireland as a young adult recalled a conversa-

tion she had had with her younger brother who was born in Ireland. 

When I came to this country, my little brother asked me a question … ‘Do 

you sleep on a bed in Africa?’ And I said ‘hold on little brother. Why do 

you ask this question?’ And he was like ‘because our teacher was talking 

to us about Africa and he was saying literally that in Africa most people 

live in the bush, they don’t sleep on beds, they don’t have telly … like 

they’re struggling in Africa.’ And I said to him ‘Baby, when you go to 

school tomorrow, you tell teacher Africans are humans. They have a bed, 

they have telly’ (Participant F, focus group 2)

The following quotation from one young person typified the view among the Muslim girls 

that they were constantly judged on the basis of crimes committed in the name of Islam:

 

Sometimes, in the news they judge a whole community based on 10 

people and … that’s why people mostly when they see Muslims they think 

… ‘these people don’t give education to girls, they’re just bad, they do 

bombs, and 9/11 and stuff.’ They don’t think about the other good stuff we 

do (Participant P, focus group 3). 

Similarly, her friend commented that:

If they said something in the news that’s bad about Muslims, it does not 

mean I’m one of them. Maybe I’ve got other thinking. Maybe … they’re 

thinking they want to kill people, I’m not like that ... Islam is all about 

peace and loving people (Participant M, focus group 3).

Experiences of racism emerged too in the accounts of the young African women. One 

participant described the emotional and exclusionary effects of racist discourses about 

black Africans: 

Because most people think you just came from Africa and then started 

taking things from us, benefits, job-wise and other stuff. So I feel like a 

gold-digger (Participant F, focus group 2). 

In a similar vein, another young person noted:

Even sometimes I’m scared to go into ... the social welfare offices 

because I see all these eyes around me. I can’t wait to finish college and 

get myself a job so I don’t have to go back in there. It’s so scary. You go 

in there and you feel like ’oh my days, they’re all looking at me.’ I feel like 

I shouldn’t be here (Participant K, focus group 2).

The wounding effects of online racism and its consequences for migrants’ participation 

and sense of belonging in Irish society were also mentioned by a number of research 

participants. For one young person:

I feel if I read stuff in the media, if someone writes an article about 

migrants or stuff like that, the kind of comments from people - literally 

when I read them I feel, well these are people, this is society, that’s what 

they’re saying about migrants in the country. And when you read them, 

they are really, really horrible. It feels like ‘I should just hide in my room. I 

shouldn’t come out’… They smile but just pretending, but not letting some-

one fully in. Because what they write in the media and stuff like that isn’t 

really good, isn’t positive about migrants (Participant K, focus group 2).

In addition to general racist attitudes, participants also noted instances of bullying or 

exclusion by their peers which they believed were related to their Muslim identity, though 

it is important to emphasise that some participants also spoke of their Irish classmates 

being their ‘bestos’ [best friends]. One of them recalled:

Like in my class on the first day, one of the girls she didn’t really like me 

because I was wearing a scarf but then even like when I was writing with 

a pencil, I asked her did she want to write with it, and she was like ‘no, I 

won’t touch that’. And I was like ‘ok that’s your decision. What are you 

going to write with?’ And then in the school years, we’re actually like best 

pals now, literally. She just like knows me now. She just thought I was bad 

or something (Participant P, focus group 3). 

Another participant said:

Well I get bullied because I’m Muslim and I still do … I told my teacher 

and then she apologised to me and then she’s really nice to me. But then 

these girls these days, they’re not that nice to me. I’m actually not really 

sure why they’re not nice to me maybe because of the colour of my skin 

or something. But they like everybody else in the class and they don’t like 

me mostly. When people have birthday parties, this girl she had a birth-

day party and she invited the whole class except me (Participant Q, focus 

group 3). 

A further manifestation of racism and exclusion highlighted in the research were the phys-

ical threats or racist encounters from strangers in public experienced by some of the 

young people. These encounters took a highly gendered form particularly as they related 

to stereotypes about black women’s sexuality. One young person recalled:

On the buses I’ve had experience where these guys are like ‘come marry 

me, I’ll give you a green card’ and all this … And older guys as well …on 

the streets sometimes. I don’t think they would say the same thing to a 

young Irish person … I look like a kid! I could have been any age, coming 

up to you and being like ‘Hey, do you want to sleep with me tonight?’, like 

propositioning you … I’ve had a friend who was asked if she’s a prostitute 

(Participant I, focus group 2). 

A fellow participant responded that this had happened to her also: 

I was just innocently standing at a bus stop and someone said ‘do you 

want to come with me?’ I said ‘where?’ ‘I will pay you good’. I mean I really 

felt like ‘what do you take me for? You really think I’m just standing here 

waiting for you to ask me if you will pay me well’ (Participant H, focus 

group 2). 

The threat to young people’s safety and bodily integrity as a consequence of racism was 

also named by the CCRYS project workers. This, it was felt, had implications for youth 

work: 

When we did the training with the young people ... the sense that I got 

was they really, really want to get involved in stuff but there's an issue of 

safety. Really they don't feel safe in a lot of the spaces that are offered for 

them. In terms of the youth services, geographically again, we're talking 

about youth projects that are in areas that are pretty difficult, so the 

services that can provide a service to these young people or that are 

equipped to do it are not in areas that actually are safe enough for these 

young people to access. 

According to her colleague:

If you unpack the issues that young women are coming up against, 

there's mad stuff all together. If you're talking about the young women in 

the [mosque] ... if you can get to a conversation of their experience of 

living in the area, or areas like it, lots of stuff is coming up around how safe 

they feel on the streets, around … racist incidents, getting their hijabs 

pulled off them, being spat at, all that kind of stuff. It's so normalised, it's 

mad, crazy, you know? And not having a space to process that and just 

that sense of 'that's just the way it is.’

The parent of a young Muslim girl noted that: 

There is a lot of Islamaphobia going around at the moment. I do fear 

where I send my kids. I have to have different nationalities in that group to 

feel that my kids are going to be safe. If it’s just an all-Irish place, I’m not 

comfortable … I’m not comfortable, because they will always come back 

and say ‘So-and-so said this. So-and-so said that’ … I mean I’m not 

saying I want every single box to be ticked, even if it was just [a] multi-cul-

tural [group], I would be quite happy. 

Her responses also highlighted how her daughter’s agency and ‘voice’ were constrained 

by macro social policy concerning Muslims beyond Ireland, in this case the so-called 

‘Preventing Violent Extremism’   agenda in the UK. She explained that she liked to give her 

daughter the tools to respond to misrepresentations of Islam by teachers or peers. Howev-

er, she also cautioned her daughter to ‘be careful what you say [at school]’: 

Because she’s very voiceful. She gives her opinion. I’m also fearful at the 

moment of what’s happening in the UK. The government is asking 

schools to keep an eye on students to see who is extremist, and they 

should be reported and everything. I say to her ‘you have to be careful’. I 

don’t know what the agenda is here.

Finally, young people’s strategies for coping with racism or exclusion were mentioned. 

Both CCRYS workers noted that humour was one way in which young people managed 

their experiences of racism. For instance, young Muslims might humorously take on a 

stereotype as a means of satirising and coping with the association between Islam and 

terrorism:

I see [this use of humour by] young people in lots of different ways. It’s 

putting [the stereotype] out there and [saying] ‘I’ll get there before you do, 

you know?’ ‘This is who I am. And I know what you think. And [I] can laugh 

at it.’

It was further suggested that young people might ‘self-exclude’ from mainstream youth 

work or other related ‘white’ spaces in search of better ways of processing their experienc-

es. According to one young person: 

When you see [how] … the media [represent us] … [and]  all the experi-

ences that we’ve had, and you think about going to a predominantly white 

youth centre … with all that baggage, it’s kind of almost easier not to and 

to maybe self-organise … Because all of these things have an effect on 

you. So maybe you think forming a group that’s not [already] there, that’s 

with people who have shared experiences would be easier and more 

helpful (Participant I, focus group 2). 

4.2 The Role of Youth Work
In this section, we consider in turn the implications for youth work of each of the themes 

addressed in the preceding section with reference to relevant literature. We then discuss 

research findings which related specifically to youth work, highlighting its potential but 

also the ongoing challenges which remain with regard to the participation of young people 

from ethnic minority groups.  

i. Migration, Identity and Belonging

Our findings indicate that youth workers working with young people from ethnic minority 

groups may need to be aware of how issues pertaining to their personal and social identity 

affect their sense of belonging and wellbeing. The potential role of youth work in this 

regard was summed up by one of the CCRYS project workers: 

We have a whole generation of young people who are trying to negotiate 

what it feels to be both Muslim and Irish, both black and Irish and I see 

them struggling with this stuff. So that's one side of it. But I also see them 

have all the other stuff that happens to young people – having to deal with 

relationships and broken hearts and having trouble with school and 

clashing with their friends and stuff on the internet and getting into 

trouble. So you have all that … stuff of being a teenager … and then they 

have this extra layer of stuff … For me that's where youth work comes in. 

[It] makes space for young people to make sense of their own social 

reality and help them negotiate this. 

The findings also suggest that youth workers must walk a fine line between offering 

support where necessary while avoiding a situation where young people may feel inap-

propriately singled out (see also ní Laoire, et al, 2011). This work must take place in 

spaces where young people feel safe. Some of the findings - for instance, the comment 

by participant I above -indicate that this may need to happen in identity-specific groups 

or in groups comprising young people with shared exposure to or experience of the 

issue(s) in question. This is in keeping with commonly-held youth work values and 

approaches which are concerned with developing flexible responses to the particular 

needs of young people as they arise. 

ii. Parental and Community Regulation

While all young people face constraints on their personal autonomy, our research found 

evidence that young people from ethnic minorities may be subjected to greater parental 

regulation and community expectation than their ‘Irish’ peers. This suggests that youth 

work may have a role in providing a space for young people to process the sometimes 

conflicting expectations which they may face. It also raises challenges for how the princi-

ple of self-determination — that is ‘the non-directive enabling of young people to make 

decisions and choices in their lives’ (Imam and Bowler, 2010: 144)  — has traditionally 

been understood within youth work practice. For example, some parental involvement in 

activity choices may have to be countenanced in order to facilitate inclusion. 

This theme underscores the advice of previous strategies and guides for intercultural 

youth work (Lynam, 2009; NYCI/Youthnet, 2012) which emphasised that youth workers 

may need to purposively and patiently spend time building up the trust and buy-in of 

parents, guardians and community leaders. It also suggests that youth workers may need 

to be aware of the greater restrictions placed on some young migrants’ free time when 

planning the timing and location of activities.  

iii. Religious Beliefs and Observance

The centrality of religious faith in many young people’s lives carries with it a number of 

implications for youth work. Firstly, it suggests that practitioners need to increase their 

religious literacy. Indeed, there is some evidence of nascent efforts by youth workers to 

achieve this. One youth worker interviewed for the research noted that workers in her 

project who were working with Muslim children and parents in their homework club were 

‘trying to educate themselves [about different religions], so they’ve gotten books that are 

child-friendly around religion.’ 

With regard to young people’s location at the interface between conflicting value systems, 

the findings imply that youth workers may have a role to play in supporting young people 

to discuss and debate different worldviews in a safe and respectful environment. There 

may also be a role for youth work in supporting young people to discuss complex issues 

surrounding individual sexuality which may not be addressed at home. For instance, 

according to one of the migrant community leaders: 

A lot of what is going there are issues … to do with sexuality, and sexual 

identity that you’d find within the African community it’s a no-go area. 

People assume there are no gay people or … whatever … You cannot 

lead them … but you need to create space where the conversations can 

be had (Participant A, focus group 1).

Changes to youth work practice may also be required in order to accommodate the religi-

osity within many ethnic minority families. For example, our research found evidence of 

how one youth project within the Canal Communities area managed, after some difficul-

ties, to accommodate the needs of the Muslim children in relation to Halal food. 

With regard to young Muslim women specifically, the research indicates that youth work-

ers must find ways of accommodating the parental regulation which they may face, while 

avoiding stereotypes of young Muslim women as passive or without a voice (see McGarry, 

2012). It is also important not to create the impression that religious observance should or 

could inevitably exclude them from youth work. Up to 18 young girls from one Dublin 

mosque engaged with the CCRYS intercultural youth project during its lifetime. For two or 

three of these young people, their participation was confined to activities within the 

mosque. For most of the others, their participation was permitted in youth activities outside 

the mosque where relationships of trust had been established with those carrying them 

out and if one of the Muslim volunteers was also present. One of the CCRYS intercultural 

youth project workers expressed the view that with more time, they could have deepened 

the relationship of trust with Muslim parents and religious leaders to a point where more 

young women could access activities without the involvement of parents or adult mem-

bers of the Muslim community. This also underlines the importance of involving workers 

and volunteers from ethnic minority communities in youth work. 

In order to widen the participation of young Muslim women in youth work, however, the 

provision of youth work to gender-specific groups will have to be considered (see also 

McGarry, 2012; for an opposing perspective, see Cressey, 2006). Failure to offer a dedi-

cated space to young Muslim women will result in their exclusion. There is considerable 

precedent for gender-specific groups within youth work. These have been undertaken 

with members of the Traveller Community and in relation to matters such as sexual health 

(NYCI, 2012). Gender-specific youth work has long been regarded as a means of 

addressing the specific needs of young women and of mitigating young women’s margin-

alisation within youth work spaces (Hanbury, Lee and Batsleer, 2010). 

Finally, in highlighting this theme, we also suggest that, as practitioners, we avoid a binary 

understanding of the differences between Muslim and non-Muslim/Christian and 

non-Christian value systems and remember that religious and cultural communities are 

complex, heterogeneous and dynamic. As we have seen, differing interpretations of 

religious doctrine and cultural practices — such as the prohibition on ‘free-mixing’ (mixed 

activities between male and female) or attitudes to young women’s sporting activities 

—are evident among adherents of the same faith.

iv. Leadership and Civic/Political Participation

Many of our findings challenge stereotypes of young migrants as passively ‘in need’ of 

integration (see ní Laoire et al, 2011). This is particularly in evidence in the findings relat-

ing to young people’s leadership and desire to activate social change. While we cannot 

make any claims as to the typicality of these young people’s perspectives, such findings 

appear highly relevant to youth work given its central concern with enabling young 

people’s voice. Furthermore, it is significant that the young African women had self-organ-

ised as a group, with the support of the migrant women’s organisation and of CCRYS itself. 

This indicates a possible role for youth workers and other trusted allies in enabling young 

migrants’ self-organisation where such a need exists.  

v. Racism and Exclusion

Our research confirms the findings of previous research in relation to the prevalence of 

racism in young migrants’ lives (see also Gilligan et al, 2010; ní Laoire, 2011; Szlovák and 

Szewczyk, 2015). This theme has a number of important consequences for youth work.

 

Firstly, a meaningful youth work relationship may help young people to process their expe-

riences of racism, experiences which are multi-faceted and gendered. Secondly, critical, 

open, non-judgemental conversations of the type advocated by Thomas and Henri (2011) 

are crucial to supporting young people to address their racist views. Youth work’s capaci-

ty for creative, flexible approaches is relevant in this regard.  For example, one youth 

worker described her project’s use of ‘Theatre of the Oppressed’ methodology with young 

people as a means of initiating what Thomas (2002: 60) calls ‘conversations with a 

purpose’ in relation to matters of social injustice. Nonetheless, deeply held racist attitudes 

among some of the young people attending some youth services are clearly a problem to 

which there is no easy solution. Thomas and Henri (2011) who have worked with young 

white people within communities characterised by deep racial divisions in northern 

England have suggested that opportunities for cross-community interaction on a planned 

and sustained basis can make a difference here. Where young people cannot attend 

youth services due to fears of racism and personal safety or who ‘self-exclude’ in the 

manner described by some of our young participants, there is an imperative that alterna-

tive spaces for flexible, youth-centred support are identified and resourced. All these 

steps may depend on youth organisations building greater fluency around racism and 

diversity issues.

 vi. Barriers to Accessing Youth Work

In addition to the findings set out above, the research identified a number of barriers to the 

participation in youth work by young people from ethnic minorities. These relate to how 

youth work is often structured and resourced. 

Firstly, constraints associated with the geographical boundaries of youth organisation’s 

catchment areas were noted. It was suggested by the CCRYS intercultural youth project 

workers that many young people from ethnic minorities are congregating in spaces, such 

as their mosque, which are outside the areas in which they live. This means that they are 

less likely to access youth work services in the areas where they reside.  

Secondly and relatedly, the sort of outreach which is traditionally undertaken by youth 

services, for instance, through street work or in social housing estates, does not enable 

contact with young people who are congregating in different sorts of spaces, such as 

mosques. This can render them invisible to youth services.  

Thirdly, although we have mentioned matters of ethnic identity, the question of social class 

is also relevant to our study. Youth work in some areas has been built up over many years 

to respond to the needs of young people deemed ‘at risk’ due to their specific experiences 

of class-based exclusion and inequality.   Such youth services may use models of practice 

which are focused on the issues facing young people ‘at risk’ of involvement in addiction 

or crime. It was suggested that these issues may not be as relevant to many young people 

from ethnic minority communities. According to one youth worker for instance:  

Young people come here when their needs are not being met. Their risk 

level is very different. Drug use is quite serious here and young people 

quite young are getting involved in running and taking drugs, particularly 

smoking grass and I mean from 9, 10 years of age, very young. I don’t see 

Muslim children getting involved in that kind of activity. 

Finally, a shortage of resources placed significant pressure on youth organisations and 

undermined their capacity to keep the issue of intercultural youth work consistently on 

their agenda. According to one youth worker, for example:

We are down to the wire here and I’m really not just moaning saying that, 

we genuinely are. There’s a lot of stuff we’ve had to just drop because we 

just can’t manage it. And I’m really trying to be careful that people don’t 

do over their hours. Because you can get burned out very easily. 

Her colleague in another youth project expressed the view that

When things get very busy we revert to type. We go back to ... what we 

are supposed to do – all about those [young people] most at risk that 

present in that chaotic way … so it can be very easy to put [efforts to 

include ethnic minority young people] by the wayside … because there is 

so much [else to do] … You have to have that passion within you, you 

have to have that want within you [to do additional work to reach ethnic 

minority young people]. It’s not as if you’re going to have nothing [else] to 

do. So someone has to come and say – and from up high, our funders – 

that this is an issue, this is something that we want you to look at.

One of the CCRYS project workers expressed the view that:  

Youth projects, from what I can see, that engage with more diverse young 

people - in the sense of class - seem to find it easier to attract young 

people from ethnic minority communities … I think it might be linked to 

resources. Projects that are stripped to the bare bones [often] concen-

trate on firefighting with the most ‘at risk’ young people and this can 

create youth work spaces that are inaccessible or tough for minority 

ethnic young people. 

vii. The Potential of Youth Work 

Although we have highlighted barriers within youth work, our research also illuminated its 

relevance and the potential it offers for including young people from ethnic minority 

groups and for addressing some of their needs. Firstly, despite the constraints they faced, 

there was evidence of a ‘buy-in’ from youth services to the principle of inclusive youth 

work. According to one youth worker for example:

I was a very loud voice in team meetings that we don’t need to change 

any strategy [to include more young people from ethnic minorities], that 

young people are young people and the door is always open, it’s all about 

voluntary participation. If they want to come, we’ll sort it out then and 

integrate. I still have part of those views. But with [CCRYS intercultural 

youth project worker] arriving and some of the conversations with her … 

it just let me know that it’s just not that simple. In a way that was a bit of a 

cop-out … you have to make that effort. You have to make it appealing in 

some way, shape or form.

One of the youth projects in the area had succeeded in including young people from a 

range of ethnic minority backgrounds in mainstream youth work activities. Another project 

had not succeeded in attracting many teenagers from ethnic minority communities but it 

had a significant numbers of Muslim children in its homework club. She recalled:

[We] would always encourage in the homework clubs that parents would 

go along to trips and different things. So the Muslim women just took it up 

really quickly. I’ve often seen them bringing in food and everything to the 

homework clubs. Particularly in the summer project they were making 

sweets that they make and the kids were all loving them. And it was 

getting to a point last summer where the kids were putting orders in, 

saying ‘will you bring sweets to this trip?’ And it was all really nice. And it 

was a really nice way to integrate the kids in and the parents in, and I 

suppose to try and tackle the whole racism issue, but in a normal way. 

 

Secondly, youth work’s flexibility and its capacity to engage young people and foster 

cross-community interaction in creative ways also emerged. A youth worker recalled a 

project organised in collaboration with the CCRYS intercultural youth project:

The graffiti around Fatima… was a project that we did with two artists 

[who] came over from England. One was Muslim and one was 

English-Irish so we did graffiti on the pitch around there. It was basically 

of the flats and a butterfly emerging [to symbolise] the whole regeneration 

[process] because the Muslim symbols are very similar to the old Celtic 

symbols so that was put onto it as well. So that and the fact that one of the 

artists was Muslim, the young people were asking a lot of questions about 

stuff that they’re just curious about, that they don’t understand. And we 

[youth workers] were as well because there’s loads I obviously don’t know 

… And the young people, because they were able to talk to him and he 

We are migrant women in this country 
and we have gone through… a bit of 
discrimination here and there

was a graffiti artist, so he was cool and they were asking him loads of 

questions and he was very honest … So that was really good. 

Thirdly, youth work offers a means where young people can simply be ‘young’ without the 

label of ‘migrant’. For instance, one young person recalled her participation in Foróige’s 

‘Big Brother, Big Sister’ mentoring programme:

I loved [it] because there wasn’t really anything about me being from a 

migrant background. It was about me being a role model for another 

young person growing up in my school and stuff like that (Participant G, 

focus group 2).



35

In what follows, we outline our findings with regard to our previously stated research aims. 

Our first section below, ‘Issues Experienced by Young People from Ethnic Minorities’, 
identifies five significant, intertwined themes. These are, firstly, the challenges young 

people face in navigating the multiple and sometimes conflicting forces which shape their 

sense of personal and social identity and which inform their sense of belonging; secondly, 

the impact on young people of parental and community expectations; thirdly, the signifi-

cance of religious observance and religious influences in young people’s lives; fourthly, 

opportunities for leadership and civic or political participation and fifthly, the ongoing 

reality of racism in young people’s lives.

 

The next section, ‘the Role of Youth Work’, considers the implications for youth work of 

these themes and provides an account of our findings with regard to youth work and the 

inclusion of young people from ethnic minorities. The subsequent section, ‘CCRYS Inter-
cultural Youth Project: What Lessons Can We Learn?’, focuses specifically on the 

experiences of the intercultural youth project within CCRYS. We analyse some of the key 

successes, challenges and complexities which the project and its partner organisations 

encountered during its lifetime and consider the implications of these for youth work. 

Our final section provides some brief conclusions to the study and offers recommenda-

tions for furthering youth work with young migrants based on the results of our study. 

4.1 Issues Experienced by Young People 
from Ethnic Minorities 
i.        Migration, Identity and Belonging 
Our research suggested that young people, particularly those who were born in Ireland or 

who arrived here as children, feel an affinity with more than one national or cultural identi-

ty. For instance, in their responses to a question on this matter on the questionnaire 

distributed prior to the focus groups, some of the young people described themselves in 

hyphenated terms such as ‘Irish-Congolese’, ‘Cameroonian-Irish’ or ‘Palestinian-Irish’. 

The research also indicated, however, that young people can face difficulties in navigat-

ing and expressing the different aspects of their ethnic and cultural identities. These 

difficulties manifested in a number of areas. Firstly, it was apparent that many young 

people do not identify with their ‘country of origin’ as strongly as their parents or older 

siblings. In a quotation which underscores the child-specific nature of the migration expe-

rience, one migrant community leader suggested that:

 

[Many] parents don’t seem to understand what migration is for their kids. 

Like for me, I can always say ‘I can go back to Zimbabwe’. But for [the 

young people], Zimbabwe … [is] not necessarily home. [In] Ireland … 

people meet them and say ‘go back to Africa’. But that’s not a reality for 

them. So because of colour of skin or even because of religion there’s an 

expectation that when you say ‘home’ you mean somewhere outside of 

Ireland or off the continent of Europe. And because parents have 

options [to go to another place they call ‘home’], they don’t seem to 

realise that their kids don’t have that option and nobody is talking about 

[this] (Participant A, focus group 1). 

The complex socialisation and sense of identity of second and ‘1.5’ generation young 

people meant that they sometimes have to negotiate differing expectations. A CCRYS 

project worker described the sorts of issues which she had discussed with young 

people: 

   

They were saying that … a lot of their parents want them to keep their 

culture but a lot of parents want them to assimilate and they will push 

them to do stuff. The young people keep saying that they [are] being 

pushed everywhere and in all directions and by everybody … A huge 

amount of pressure … And … [their] sense of Irishness, it seems really 

complex, really difficult, more so because there is no space given to 

them for support with it and no one is giving them that support

Secondly, young people recalled difficulties in ‘escaping’ particular labels or responses 

which made them feel ‘different’ at a time when they wished to blend in with their peers. 

According to one young person: 

I’ve been involved in mainstream youth work … when I was younger ... 

They had certain things that I was really interested in like a youth forum 

and a choir. So I felt listened to … But I think youth work sometimes is 

very constrained and for people maybe from a migrant background it 

might be harder. Because at this age when you’re young you’re trying to 

navigate your identity and when you go into a youth club — that’s your 

identity. You’re black. You’re from a migrant background. And it’s some-

thing that’s stamped on you and I think people might shy away from that 

a little bit. I went through that as well. Because first of all I have interests 

but when you go there they’re like ‘oh where are you from?’ All these ques-

tions and you’re not really sure where you stand as well in your identity as 

yourself (Participant I, focus group 2). 

Relatedly, although some participants felt that culturally-related events to promote interac-

tion among young people were of value, the efficacy of once-off ‘intercultural’ days based 

on superficial markers of culture was questioned. One migrant community leader noted:

 

We were talking … to some kids, they were saying that some schools do 

… cultural days … and they say ‘you bring whatever from your country’, 

and they [the young people] were saying they don’t like it because it 

means they are on the platform, they are being showcased ... this is the 

show and everyone has to pay attention to them (Participant A, focus 

group 1). 

Finally, despite the desire to minimise their ethnic or cultural differences, paradoxically 

perhaps, the need for young people to find a ‘voice’ and a space with other young people 

to discuss and process those very factors which render them different was identified. 

Another migrant leader noted that:

I was born in [North Africa] and I grew up in [Europe] and … the pressure 

you are talking about, the parents, the community … Like each individual 

experiences it in a different way and they have a different way to go 

through it and manage it. But … there’s a conflict around them [young 

people] and a conflict in them. So I know how they feel and I know when 

they are given a voice, they can get to the next step (Participant C, focus 

group 1).

One of the young participants described some of the reasons for her participation in a 

self-organised young women’s group: 

If you ask many of us now compared to our parents’ mindset it’s going to 

be totally changing [different] from their mindsets so [participating in this 

group], it’s this thing of ‘we have a common ground’. Because here we 

are caught in two positions – we’ve come to this new society where they 

have their own way of going; our parents have their own way of going at 

home. Where does the balance step in? Do I have people who under-

stand that balance in my head? (Participant G, focus group 2). 

ii. Parental and Community Regulation

A second, interrelated topic to emerge from the data was the impact on young people of 

intergenerational differences with regard to matters such as appropriate behaviour or 

cultural norms. Young people often had to deal with differences between the expectations 

of their parents or communities and those of their peers and the wider ‘Irish’ community. 

For instance, culturally specific understandings of young people’s personal autonomy 

were apparent. During discussions with the young African women, the matter of parental 

discipline was discussed. One participant argued that:

 

Our parents have a different mindset. … Because if I want to … maybe … 

blend in with the real [sic] kids who grew up here, their parents let them 

go out at 14 until 10pm, at 15 until 11pm, all the parties. And my parents 

are like ‘you better be home at 7’ (Participant J, focus group 2). 

She added that: 

I know African people have many different cultures, but I think one thing 

that we have in common is our parents – there’s some kind of discipline 

that runs around Africa. I don’t know how, why, but it’s present in nearly 

every country

There was a gendered dimension to the theme of young people’s autonomy, though 

young women’s sense of agency also emerged strongly from the data. Another partici-

pant suggested that: 

Even in our own families how we’re treated because we’re girls to our 

brothers is totally different, and how sometimes -  I’m talking from my own 

experience here – as if I had an older brother, he probably would have 

been allowed out and about and been involved in a lot of things more than 

I would I feel. Unfortunately my parents are unlucky they got a girl that is 

kind of like a boy – so I didn’t really need that permission, I just went for it 

(Participant G, focus group 2). 

While limitations on young people’s autonomy appears to stem from particular cultural 

and religious attitudes towards matters such as gender, parenting and childhood, they 

are also partly attributable to parental fears for their children’s safety in a context of signifi-

cant levels of societal racism – a theme we address in more detail below. For example, the 

parent whom we interviewed noted that: 

[My daughter] has said to me ‘Mum, I want to go in a protest’. I’m saying 

‘no you’re not going’. Because in the protest things can go wrong and 

you’ve put yourself in danger. So you have to protect yourself. There is 

other ways of protesting — whether it’s writing or voicing — but don’t go 

there and be screaming and shouting. People have different kinds of 

banners on them … So you have to choose carefully in what you partici-

pate in and don’t participate in. We are still a minority here and it’s very 

easy for people to attack us. So I am very, very cautious.

She recalled the responses of some of her daughter’s friends upon hearing that she was 

allowed to travel alone on the bus:

 

[My daughter] was talking to some of the Muslim girls, and they were like 

'Your parents let you get the bus? Aren't you scared? They let you? That's 

so dangerous!' But this is what they have been told.  It's unsafe for you to 

be outside.

It was also noted that young women can face pressures from their wider communities with 

regard to expectations of appropriate behaviour. In reference to the young Muslim women 

she worked with, one of the CCRYS project workers noted that:

[Many people in their community have] an opinion about them and are 

very vocal about it. They have women who aren’t related to them but are 

‘aunties’ telling them that they shouldn’t have Facebook [etc.] … and 

others are saying ‘no it’s fine’.

A group of young Muslim women became enthusiastic members of a football club for girls. 

While their participation was supported by their parents, it was also met with some nega-

tive responses from other community members. According to the same project worker:

 

Stuff … comes up for the girls [who are] playing soccer in the hijab … 

There is a bit of a backlash from some people in the community saying 

'this isn't for Muslims'. So they're pushing in a particular direction. But 

there's a huge amount of pressure put on them which says, 'Ok, if you 

want to play football, you have to be a perfect Muslim. You don't give them 

[some members of the community] anything that they can throw at you'. 

So they're carrying this responsibility. They're pushing forward and they're 

groundbreakers. But they're not allowed to make mistakes like other 

young people do as the … community is watching them. 

 

While parental and community regulation can constrain the activities of some young 

Muslims, there is also clear evidence of a diversity of perspectives among migrant 

parents and leaders. While careful not to expose their children to harm, the parent and 

leader whom we interviewed both acted as positive role models for the young women in 

their care and were anxious that they had as many opportunities for social interaction and 

personal development as possible. As the parent explained with regard to youth work:

It … empower[s] the girls with tools that they could actually bring to their 

future life … [My daughter] understands more about youth work and 

participating and voicing and how … to do a campaign ... This is some-

thing that was alien to me and it was alien to her as well. When she came 

last night [from the CCRYS leadership training] she said ‘that was really 

intense. I don’t know if I took anything in.’ But she did, you know? From 

talking to her, she had [taken it in] … And this is something I would like 

my daughter or my children to carry on with. 

iii.  Religious Beliefs and Observance 

Religious faith and practice were central features in the lives of many of the young partici-

pants in this study. Three key findings were noted with regard to this. Firstly, religion is a 

key source of support and strength in their lives. The following comment from one young 

person exemplified this view:

Church … again comes down to this idea of community. You are sharing 

something in common, you’re supporting each other’s faith as well and 

also I think the support does not just come from the people but from your 

belief itself. Because I believe in God and I get my strength from knowing 

that he is going to help me (Participant G, focus group 2). 

Secondly, the research found that young people are often located at the intersection of 

different value systems and that their religious backgrounds played a key role in this. It 

was suggested that negotiating these different value systems created tensions and pres-

sures in the young people’s lives. For example, the focus group with community and 

religious leaders occurred shortly after the 2015 Marriage Equality referendum in Ireland. 

It was pointed out by the participants that many people in their communities that were 

affiliated with African Pentecostal Churches were opposed to civil marriage for gay and 

lesbian people. The Methodist minister, for instance, noted that those among the second 

generation that supported a ‘no’ vote were reproached by their peers while those that 

advocated a ‘yes’ faced recrimination from their family or community. He added:

The school [is] educating the child for 20 hours a week. But any good 

African Pentecostal Church, you’re going to have a very high level of 

involvement with it. So there’s this double value formation … [At] my 

school, all the kids did a ‘vote yes’ thing and then in the evening you go to 

a prayer meeting, and it’s ‘vote no’. And it’s the … youth that are … having 

to negotiate [that] (Participant D, focus group 1) 

One of the CCRYS project workers noted the ‘conflictual messages’ which the young 

people were receiving: 

I remember that came out from [one young person during the leadership 

training we did] when she was talking about one of the challenges … 

about becoming an activist and getting projects off the ground. She 

named religious conservatism. But she constantly talks about different 

issues, about LGBT rights and I thought 'this is mad.' She’s probably hear-

ing all of these things [LGBT rights etc.] in school … and then she's prob-

ably hearing other things in other spaces. 

A third finding to emerge in relation to religious observance was its implications for partici-

pation in youth work. One of our focus group participants had established a girls’ group 

within her mosque. However, some other community members were fearful of her efforts 

to introduce structured youth activities. Their objections appeared to centre on a fear that 

involvement in youth activities might dilute or detract from the young people’s understand-

ing and practice of Islam. According to a parent of one of the girls:

[The young people] all want activities, they all want activities. But [some 

of] the older women – the mothers maybe - have objections. It’s a conflict 

of culture … between generations … [The young people are] going to 

non-Muslim schools. You know your environment influences you. And 

they’re still young as well you have to remember. They’re not fully under-

standing Islam … The older generations understand Islam better. And 

there’s kind of a conflict there. 

She mentioned that anyone working with Muslim youth would need to be very aware of ‘the 

needs of the Muslim child’, including, for instance, the prohibition of ‘free-mixing’, that is, 

socialising between young men and women. She further noted that the presence of youth 

workers from the Muslim religion would be of great benefit in allaying parental and com-

munity fears.

iv.  Leadership and Civic/Political Participation 

The research found that some of the young women wished to be involved in issue-based 

work. This was particularly apparent among the young African women who were already 

affiliated with a migrant women’s rights organisation. As one of them said, ‘we’re literally 

dying of ideas to improve our community or improve the nation.’ The young women’s 

responses reflected their concern with migrant-specific inequalities.

According to one participant:

We are migrant women in this country and we — I believe almost half of 

us here —have gone through … a bit of discrimination here and there, 

racism here and there and obviously it wouldn’t be an easy task changing 

that, but it would be great seeing us improving on that (Participant F, 

focus group 2). 

However, they also expressed a desire to be involved in issues affecting young people in 

Ireland generally. For example, when discussing her perceptions of the Irish education 

system, another participant noted that: 

[M]any [young] people feel like ‘I can’t get in [to college] anyways and I’m 

not going to strive for it.’ … Even the Irish kids themselves, they end up at 

a place of ‘I can just get a FETAC [course] and get a work’ and … it’s 

really not good, it limits the mind … So I would definitely change the 

educational system to such a way that it can accommodate everybody in 

their different ways to strive for a better education, a better future 

because at the end of the day it brings out a better country (Participant J, 

focus group 2). 

Some of the participants demonstrated significant potential for youth leadership. One 

young person recalled how: 

We were sitting in Stephen’s Green yesterday after [a] … conference 

talking about different issues and it was so empowering and so motivat-

ing … We talked about real issues that were happening and they got to a 

point of even coming up with solutions and making connections between 

different things (Participant I, focus group 2). 

The potential for leadership and an interest in issues facing young people among migrant 

young people was also evident during discussions at the youth leadership training deliv-

ered by the CCRYS intercultural youth project. The participants in this training were from 

a range of ethnic minority backgrounds. One of the CCRYS project workers noted:

LGBT stuff came out during the training mainly through the Muslim girls 

that wear the veil. They were actually really, really concerned that their 

LGBT peers wouldn't be supported. It was really Interesting. All of them 

mentioned LGBT as an issue that they felt really strongly about

 v. Racism and Exclusion 

A key issue to emerge from across the all interviews and focus groups was the degree to 

which racism had become a ‘normal’ feature of young people’s lives. The research also 

found that, while friendships with young ‘Irish’ people had been formed, young people 

also experienced exclusion among their peers. 

Participants discussed misrepresentations of and racist attitudes towards both Muslims 

and black Africans. These had a significant impact on the young people whose respons-

es ranged from frustration to a deep sense of hurt. Some participants were frustrated by 

ignorance, misinformation or generalisations about Africa. According to one young 

person: 

I’ve lived in Africa. It’s not just bushes and forests and everything. Things 

happen in Africa. Beautiful things. But then again the way the Irish people 

ask is from the perception that they’ve been given. ‘Oh it’s just poverty. 

The people there are just struggling.’ All this kind of stuff. And they 

wouldn’t really know our cultures and the way we act to certain things 

(Participant K, focus group 2).

Another young person who had migrated to Ireland as a young adult recalled a conversa-

tion she had had with her younger brother who was born in Ireland. 

When I came to this country, my little brother asked me a question … ‘Do 

you sleep on a bed in Africa?’ And I said ‘hold on little brother. Why do 

you ask this question?’ And he was like ‘because our teacher was talking 

to us about Africa and he was saying literally that in Africa most people 

live in the bush, they don’t sleep on beds, they don’t have telly … like 

they’re struggling in Africa.’ And I said to him ‘Baby, when you go to 

school tomorrow, you tell teacher Africans are humans. They have a bed, 

they have telly’ (Participant F, focus group 2)

The following quotation from one young person typified the view among the Muslim girls 

that they were constantly judged on the basis of crimes committed in the name of Islam:

 

Sometimes, in the news they judge a whole community based on 10 

people and … that’s why people mostly when they see Muslims they think 

… ‘these people don’t give education to girls, they’re just bad, they do 

bombs, and 9/11 and stuff.’ They don’t think about the other good stuff we 

do (Participant P, focus group 3). 

Similarly, her friend commented that:

If they said something in the news that’s bad about Muslims, it does not 

mean I’m one of them. Maybe I’ve got other thinking. Maybe … they’re 

thinking they want to kill people, I’m not like that ... Islam is all about 

peace and loving people (Participant M, focus group 3).

Experiences of racism emerged too in the accounts of the young African women. One 

participant described the emotional and exclusionary effects of racist discourses about 

black Africans: 

Because most people think you just came from Africa and then started 

taking things from us, benefits, job-wise and other stuff. So I feel like a 

gold-digger (Participant F, focus group 2). 

In a similar vein, another young person noted:

Even sometimes I’m scared to go into ... the social welfare offices 

because I see all these eyes around me. I can’t wait to finish college and 

get myself a job so I don’t have to go back in there. It’s so scary. You go 

in there and you feel like ’oh my days, they’re all looking at me.’ I feel like 

I shouldn’t be here (Participant K, focus group 2).

The wounding effects of online racism and its consequences for migrants’ participation 

and sense of belonging in Irish society were also mentioned by a number of research 

participants. For one young person:

I feel if I read stuff in the media, if someone writes an article about 

migrants or stuff like that, the kind of comments from people - literally 

when I read them I feel, well these are people, this is society, that’s what 

they’re saying about migrants in the country. And when you read them, 

they are really, really horrible. It feels like ‘I should just hide in my room. I 

shouldn’t come out’… They smile but just pretending, but not letting some-

one fully in. Because what they write in the media and stuff like that isn’t 

really good, isn’t positive about migrants (Participant K, focus group 2).

In addition to general racist attitudes, participants also noted instances of bullying or 

exclusion by their peers which they believed were related to their Muslim identity, though 

it is important to emphasise that some participants also spoke of their Irish classmates 

being their ‘bestos’ [best friends]. One of them recalled:

Like in my class on the first day, one of the girls she didn’t really like me 

because I was wearing a scarf but then even like when I was writing with 

a pencil, I asked her did she want to write with it, and she was like ‘no, I 

won’t touch that’. And I was like ‘ok that’s your decision. What are you 

going to write with?’ And then in the school years, we’re actually like best 

pals now, literally. She just like knows me now. She just thought I was bad 

or something (Participant P, focus group 3). 

Another participant said:

Well I get bullied because I’m Muslim and I still do … I told my teacher 

and then she apologised to me and then she’s really nice to me. But then 

these girls these days, they’re not that nice to me. I’m actually not really 

sure why they’re not nice to me maybe because of the colour of my skin 

or something. But they like everybody else in the class and they don’t like 

me mostly. When people have birthday parties, this girl she had a birth-

day party and she invited the whole class except me (Participant Q, focus 

group 3). 

A further manifestation of racism and exclusion highlighted in the research were the phys-

ical threats or racist encounters from strangers in public experienced by some of the 

young people. These encounters took a highly gendered form particularly as they related 

to stereotypes about black women’s sexuality. One young person recalled:

On the buses I’ve had experience where these guys are like ‘come marry 

me, I’ll give you a green card’ and all this … And older guys as well …on 

the streets sometimes. I don’t think they would say the same thing to a 

young Irish person … I look like a kid! I could have been any age, coming 

up to you and being like ‘Hey, do you want to sleep with me tonight?’, like 

propositioning you … I’ve had a friend who was asked if she’s a prostitute 

(Participant I, focus group 2). 

A fellow participant responded that this had happened to her also: 

I was just innocently standing at a bus stop and someone said ‘do you 

want to come with me?’ I said ‘where?’ ‘I will pay you good’. I mean I really 

felt like ‘what do you take me for? You really think I’m just standing here 

waiting for you to ask me if you will pay me well’ (Participant H, focus 

group 2). 

The threat to young people’s safety and bodily integrity as a consequence of racism was 

also named by the CCRYS project workers. This, it was felt, had implications for youth 

work: 

When we did the training with the young people ... the sense that I got 

was they really, really want to get involved in stuff but there's an issue of 

safety. Really they don't feel safe in a lot of the spaces that are offered for 

them. In terms of the youth services, geographically again, we're talking 

about youth projects that are in areas that are pretty difficult, so the 

services that can provide a service to these young people or that are 

equipped to do it are not in areas that actually are safe enough for these 

young people to access. 

According to her colleague:

If you unpack the issues that young women are coming up against, 

there's mad stuff all together. If you're talking about the young women in 

the [mosque] ... if you can get to a conversation of their experience of 

living in the area, or areas like it, lots of stuff is coming up around how safe 

they feel on the streets, around … racist incidents, getting their hijabs 

pulled off them, being spat at, all that kind of stuff. It's so normalised, it's 

mad, crazy, you know? And not having a space to process that and just 

that sense of 'that's just the way it is.’

The parent of a young Muslim girl noted that: 

There is a lot of Islamaphobia going around at the moment. I do fear 

where I send my kids. I have to have different nationalities in that group to 

feel that my kids are going to be safe. If it’s just an all-Irish place, I’m not 

comfortable … I’m not comfortable, because they will always come back 

and say ‘So-and-so said this. So-and-so said that’ … I mean I’m not 

saying I want every single box to be ticked, even if it was just [a] multi-cul-

tural [group], I would be quite happy. 

Her responses also highlighted how her daughter’s agency and ‘voice’ were constrained 

by macro social policy concerning Muslims beyond Ireland, in this case the so-called 

‘Preventing Violent Extremism’   agenda in the UK. She explained that she liked to give her 

daughter the tools to respond to misrepresentations of Islam by teachers or peers. Howev-

er, she also cautioned her daughter to ‘be careful what you say [at school]’: 

Because she’s very voiceful. She gives her opinion. I’m also fearful at the 

moment of what’s happening in the UK. The government is asking 

schools to keep an eye on students to see who is extremist, and they 

should be reported and everything. I say to her ‘you have to be careful’. I 

don’t know what the agenda is here.

Finally, young people’s strategies for coping with racism or exclusion were mentioned. 

Both CCRYS workers noted that humour was one way in which young people managed 

their experiences of racism. For instance, young Muslims might humorously take on a 

stereotype as a means of satirising and coping with the association between Islam and 

terrorism:

I see [this use of humour by] young people in lots of different ways. It’s 

putting [the stereotype] out there and [saying] ‘I’ll get there before you do, 

you know?’ ‘This is who I am. And I know what you think. And [I] can laugh 

at it.’

It was further suggested that young people might ‘self-exclude’ from mainstream youth 

work or other related ‘white’ spaces in search of better ways of processing their experienc-

es. According to one young person: 

When you see [how] … the media [represent us] … [and]  all the experi-

ences that we’ve had, and you think about going to a predominantly white 

youth centre … with all that baggage, it’s kind of almost easier not to and 

to maybe self-organise … Because all of these things have an effect on 

you. So maybe you think forming a group that’s not [already] there, that’s 

with people who have shared experiences would be easier and more 

helpful (Participant I, focus group 2). 

4.2 The Role of Youth Work
In this section, we consider in turn the implications for youth work of each of the themes 

addressed in the preceding section with reference to relevant literature. We then discuss 

research findings which related specifically to youth work, highlighting its potential but 

also the ongoing challenges which remain with regard to the participation of young people 

from ethnic minority groups.  

i. Migration, Identity and Belonging

Our findings indicate that youth workers working with young people from ethnic minority 

groups may need to be aware of how issues pertaining to their personal and social identity 

affect their sense of belonging and wellbeing. The potential role of youth work in this 

regard was summed up by one of the CCRYS project workers: 

We have a whole generation of young people who are trying to negotiate 

what it feels to be both Muslim and Irish, both black and Irish and I see 

them struggling with this stuff. So that's one side of it. But I also see them 

have all the other stuff that happens to young people – having to deal with 

relationships and broken hearts and having trouble with school and 

clashing with their friends and stuff on the internet and getting into 

trouble. So you have all that … stuff of being a teenager … and then they 

have this extra layer of stuff … For me that's where youth work comes in. 

[It] makes space for young people to make sense of their own social 

reality and help them negotiate this. 

The findings also suggest that youth workers must walk a fine line between offering 

support where necessary while avoiding a situation where young people may feel inap-

propriately singled out (see also ní Laoire, et al, 2011). This work must take place in 

spaces where young people feel safe. Some of the findings - for instance, the comment 

by participant I above -indicate that this may need to happen in identity-specific groups 

or in groups comprising young people with shared exposure to or experience of the 

issue(s) in question. This is in keeping with commonly-held youth work values and 

approaches which are concerned with developing flexible responses to the particular 

needs of young people as they arise. 

ii. Parental and Community Regulation

While all young people face constraints on their personal autonomy, our research found 

evidence that young people from ethnic minorities may be subjected to greater parental 

regulation and community expectation than their ‘Irish’ peers. This suggests that youth 

work may have a role in providing a space for young people to process the sometimes 

conflicting expectations which they may face. It also raises challenges for how the princi-

ple of self-determination — that is ‘the non-directive enabling of young people to make 

decisions and choices in their lives’ (Imam and Bowler, 2010: 144)  — has traditionally 

been understood within youth work practice. For example, some parental involvement in 

activity choices may have to be countenanced in order to facilitate inclusion. 

This theme underscores the advice of previous strategies and guides for intercultural 

youth work (Lynam, 2009; NYCI/Youthnet, 2012) which emphasised that youth workers 

may need to purposively and patiently spend time building up the trust and buy-in of 

parents, guardians and community leaders. It also suggests that youth workers may need 

to be aware of the greater restrictions placed on some young migrants’ free time when 

planning the timing and location of activities.  

iii. Religious Beliefs and Observance

The centrality of religious faith in many young people’s lives carries with it a number of 

implications for youth work. Firstly, it suggests that practitioners need to increase their 

religious literacy. Indeed, there is some evidence of nascent efforts by youth workers to 

achieve this. One youth worker interviewed for the research noted that workers in her 

project who were working with Muslim children and parents in their homework club were 

‘trying to educate themselves [about different religions], so they’ve gotten books that are 

child-friendly around religion.’ 

With regard to young people’s location at the interface between conflicting value systems, 

the findings imply that youth workers may have a role to play in supporting young people 

to discuss and debate different worldviews in a safe and respectful environment. There 

may also be a role for youth work in supporting young people to discuss complex issues 

surrounding individual sexuality which may not be addressed at home. For instance, 

according to one of the migrant community leaders: 

A lot of what is going there are issues … to do with sexuality, and sexual 

identity that you’d find within the African community it’s a no-go area. 

People assume there are no gay people or … whatever … You cannot 

lead them … but you need to create space where the conversations can 

be had (Participant A, focus group 1).

Changes to youth work practice may also be required in order to accommodate the religi-

osity within many ethnic minority families. For example, our research found evidence of 

how one youth project within the Canal Communities area managed, after some difficul-

ties, to accommodate the needs of the Muslim children in relation to Halal food. 

With regard to young Muslim women specifically, the research indicates that youth work-

ers must find ways of accommodating the parental regulation which they may face, while 

avoiding stereotypes of young Muslim women as passive or without a voice (see McGarry, 

2012). It is also important not to create the impression that religious observance should or 

could inevitably exclude them from youth work. Up to 18 young girls from one Dublin 

mosque engaged with the CCRYS intercultural youth project during its lifetime. For two or 

three of these young people, their participation was confined to activities within the 

mosque. For most of the others, their participation was permitted in youth activities outside 

the mosque where relationships of trust had been established with those carrying them 

out and if one of the Muslim volunteers was also present. One of the CCRYS intercultural 

youth project workers expressed the view that with more time, they could have deepened 

the relationship of trust with Muslim parents and religious leaders to a point where more 

young women could access activities without the involvement of parents or adult mem-

bers of the Muslim community. This also underlines the importance of involving workers 

and volunteers from ethnic minority communities in youth work. 

In order to widen the participation of young Muslim women in youth work, however, the 

provision of youth work to gender-specific groups will have to be considered (see also 

McGarry, 2012; for an opposing perspective, see Cressey, 2006). Failure to offer a dedi-

cated space to young Muslim women will result in their exclusion. There is considerable 

precedent for gender-specific groups within youth work. These have been undertaken 

with members of the Traveller Community and in relation to matters such as sexual health 

(NYCI, 2012). Gender-specific youth work has long been regarded as a means of 

addressing the specific needs of young women and of mitigating young women’s margin-

alisation within youth work spaces (Hanbury, Lee and Batsleer, 2010). 

Finally, in highlighting this theme, we also suggest that, as practitioners, we avoid a binary 

understanding of the differences between Muslim and non-Muslim/Christian and 

non-Christian value systems and remember that religious and cultural communities are 

complex, heterogeneous and dynamic. As we have seen, differing interpretations of 

religious doctrine and cultural practices — such as the prohibition on ‘free-mixing’ (mixed 

activities between male and female) or attitudes to young women’s sporting activities 

—are evident among adherents of the same faith.

iv. Leadership and Civic/Political Participation

Many of our findings challenge stereotypes of young migrants as passively ‘in need’ of 

integration (see ní Laoire et al, 2011). This is particularly in evidence in the findings relat-

ing to young people’s leadership and desire to activate social change. While we cannot 

make any claims as to the typicality of these young people’s perspectives, such findings 

appear highly relevant to youth work given its central concern with enabling young 

people’s voice. Furthermore, it is significant that the young African women had self-organ-

ised as a group, with the support of the migrant women’s organisation and of CCRYS itself. 

This indicates a possible role for youth workers and other trusted allies in enabling young 

migrants’ self-organisation where such a need exists.  

v. Racism and Exclusion

Our research confirms the findings of previous research in relation to the prevalence of 

racism in young migrants’ lives (see also Gilligan et al, 2010; ní Laoire, 2011; Szlovák and 

Szewczyk, 2015). This theme has a number of important consequences for youth work.

 

Firstly, a meaningful youth work relationship may help young people to process their expe-

riences of racism, experiences which are multi-faceted and gendered. Secondly, critical, 

open, non-judgemental conversations of the type advocated by Thomas and Henri (2011) 

are crucial to supporting young people to address their racist views. Youth work’s capaci-

ty for creative, flexible approaches is relevant in this regard.  For example, one youth 

worker described her project’s use of ‘Theatre of the Oppressed’ methodology with young 

people as a means of initiating what Thomas (2002: 60) calls ‘conversations with a 

purpose’ in relation to matters of social injustice. Nonetheless, deeply held racist attitudes 

among some of the young people attending some youth services are clearly a problem to 

which there is no easy solution. Thomas and Henri (2011) who have worked with young 

white people within communities characterised by deep racial divisions in northern 

England have suggested that opportunities for cross-community interaction on a planned 

and sustained basis can make a difference here. Where young people cannot attend 

youth services due to fears of racism and personal safety or who ‘self-exclude’ in the 

manner described by some of our young participants, there is an imperative that alterna-

tive spaces for flexible, youth-centred support are identified and resourced. All these 

steps may depend on youth organisations building greater fluency around racism and 

diversity issues.

 vi. Barriers to Accessing Youth Work

In addition to the findings set out above, the research identified a number of barriers to the 

participation in youth work by young people from ethnic minorities. These relate to how 

youth work is often structured and resourced. 

Firstly, constraints associated with the geographical boundaries of youth organisation’s 

catchment areas were noted. It was suggested by the CCRYS intercultural youth project 

workers that many young people from ethnic minorities are congregating in spaces, such 

as their mosque, which are outside the areas in which they live. This means that they are 

less likely to access youth work services in the areas where they reside.  

Secondly and relatedly, the sort of outreach which is traditionally undertaken by youth 

services, for instance, through street work or in social housing estates, does not enable 

contact with young people who are congregating in different sorts of spaces, such as 

mosques. This can render them invisible to youth services.  

Thirdly, although we have mentioned matters of ethnic identity, the question of social class 

is also relevant to our study. Youth work in some areas has been built up over many years 

to respond to the needs of young people deemed ‘at risk’ due to their specific experiences 

of class-based exclusion and inequality.   Such youth services may use models of practice 

which are focused on the issues facing young people ‘at risk’ of involvement in addiction 

or crime. It was suggested that these issues may not be as relevant to many young people 

from ethnic minority communities. According to one youth worker for instance:  

Young people come here when their needs are not being met. Their risk 

level is very different. Drug use is quite serious here and young people 

quite young are getting involved in running and taking drugs, particularly 

smoking grass and I mean from 9, 10 years of age, very young. I don’t see 

Muslim children getting involved in that kind of activity. 

Finally, a shortage of resources placed significant pressure on youth organisations and 

undermined their capacity to keep the issue of intercultural youth work consistently on 

their agenda. According to one youth worker, for example:

We are down to the wire here and I’m really not just moaning saying that, 

we genuinely are. There’s a lot of stuff we’ve had to just drop because we 

just can’t manage it. And I’m really trying to be careful that people don’t 

do over their hours. Because you can get burned out very easily. 

Her colleague in another youth project expressed the view that

When things get very busy we revert to type. We go back to ... what we 

are supposed to do – all about those [young people] most at risk that 

present in that chaotic way … so it can be very easy to put [efforts to 

include ethnic minority young people] by the wayside … because there is 

so much [else to do] … You have to have that passion within you, you 

have to have that want within you [to do additional work to reach ethnic 

minority young people]. It’s not as if you’re going to have nothing [else] to 

do. So someone has to come and say – and from up high, our funders – 

that this is an issue, this is something that we want you to look at.

One of the CCRYS project workers expressed the view that:  

Youth projects, from what I can see, that engage with more diverse young 

people - in the sense of class - seem to find it easier to attract young 

people from ethnic minority communities … I think it might be linked to 

resources. Projects that are stripped to the bare bones [often] concen-

trate on firefighting with the most ‘at risk’ young people and this can 

create youth work spaces that are inaccessible or tough for minority 

ethnic young people. 

vii. The Potential of Youth Work 

Although we have highlighted barriers within youth work, our research also illuminated its 

relevance and the potential it offers for including young people from ethnic minority 

groups and for addressing some of their needs. Firstly, despite the constraints they faced, 

there was evidence of a ‘buy-in’ from youth services to the principle of inclusive youth 

work. According to one youth worker for example:

I was a very loud voice in team meetings that we don’t need to change 

any strategy [to include more young people from ethnic minorities], that 

young people are young people and the door is always open, it’s all about 

voluntary participation. If they want to come, we’ll sort it out then and 

integrate. I still have part of those views. But with [CCRYS intercultural 

youth project worker] arriving and some of the conversations with her … 

it just let me know that it’s just not that simple. In a way that was a bit of a 

cop-out … you have to make that effort. You have to make it appealing in 

some way, shape or form.

One of the youth projects in the area had succeeded in including young people from a 

range of ethnic minority backgrounds in mainstream youth work activities. Another project 

had not succeeded in attracting many teenagers from ethnic minority communities but it 

had a significant numbers of Muslim children in its homework club. She recalled:

[We] would always encourage in the homework clubs that parents would 

go along to trips and different things. So the Muslim women just took it up 

really quickly. I’ve often seen them bringing in food and everything to the 

homework clubs. Particularly in the summer project they were making 

sweets that they make and the kids were all loving them. And it was 

getting to a point last summer where the kids were putting orders in, 

saying ‘will you bring sweets to this trip?’ And it was all really nice. And it 

was a really nice way to integrate the kids in and the parents in, and I 

suppose to try and tackle the whole racism issue, but in a normal way. 

 

Secondly, youth work’s flexibility and its capacity to engage young people and foster 

cross-community interaction in creative ways also emerged. A youth worker recalled a 

project organised in collaboration with the CCRYS intercultural youth project:

The graffiti around Fatima… was a project that we did with two artists 

[who] came over from England. One was Muslim and one was 

English-Irish so we did graffiti on the pitch around there. It was basically 

of the flats and a butterfly emerging [to symbolise] the whole regeneration 

[process] because the Muslim symbols are very similar to the old Celtic 

symbols so that was put onto it as well. So that and the fact that one of the 

artists was Muslim, the young people were asking a lot of questions about 

stuff that they’re just curious about, that they don’t understand. And we 

[youth workers] were as well because there’s loads I obviously don’t know 

… And the young people, because they were able to talk to him and he 

was a graffiti artist, so he was cool and they were asking him loads of 

questions and he was very honest … So that was really good. 

Thirdly, youth work offers a means where young people can simply be ‘young’ without the 

label of ‘migrant’. For instance, one young person recalled her participation in Foróige’s 

‘Big Brother, Big Sister’ mentoring programme:

I loved [it] because there wasn’t really anything about me being from a 

migrant background. It was about me being a role model for another 

young person growing up in my school and stuff like that (Participant G, 

focus group 2).
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In what follows, we outline our findings with regard to our previously stated research aims. 

Our first section below, ‘Issues Experienced by Young People from Ethnic Minorities’, 
identifies five significant, intertwined themes. These are, firstly, the challenges young 

people face in navigating the multiple and sometimes conflicting forces which shape their 

sense of personal and social identity and which inform their sense of belonging; secondly, 

the impact on young people of parental and community expectations; thirdly, the signifi-

cance of religious observance and religious influences in young people’s lives; fourthly, 

opportunities for leadership and civic or political participation and fifthly, the ongoing 

reality of racism in young people’s lives.

 

The next section, ‘the Role of Youth Work’, considers the implications for youth work of 

these themes and provides an account of our findings with regard to youth work and the 

inclusion of young people from ethnic minorities. The subsequent section, ‘CCRYS Inter-
cultural Youth Project: What Lessons Can We Learn?’, focuses specifically on the 

experiences of the intercultural youth project within CCRYS. We analyse some of the key 

successes, challenges and complexities which the project and its partner organisations 

encountered during its lifetime and consider the implications of these for youth work. 

Our final section provides some brief conclusions to the study and offers recommenda-

tions for furthering youth work with young migrants based on the results of our study. 

4.1 Issues Experienced by Young People 
from Ethnic Minorities 
i.        Migration, Identity and Belonging 
Our research suggested that young people, particularly those who were born in Ireland or 

who arrived here as children, feel an affinity with more than one national or cultural identi-

ty. For instance, in their responses to a question on this matter on the questionnaire 

distributed prior to the focus groups, some of the young people described themselves in 

hyphenated terms such as ‘Irish-Congolese’, ‘Cameroonian-Irish’ or ‘Palestinian-Irish’. 

The research also indicated, however, that young people can face difficulties in navigat-

ing and expressing the different aspects of their ethnic and cultural identities. These 

difficulties manifested in a number of areas. Firstly, it was apparent that many young 

people do not identify with their ‘country of origin’ as strongly as their parents or older 

siblings. In a quotation which underscores the child-specific nature of the migration expe-

rience, one migrant community leader suggested that:

 

[Many] parents don’t seem to understand what migration is for their kids. 

Like for me, I can always say ‘I can go back to Zimbabwe’. But for [the 

young people], Zimbabwe … [is] not necessarily home. [In] Ireland … 

people meet them and say ‘go back to Africa’. But that’s not a reality for 

them. So because of colour of skin or even because of religion there’s an 

expectation that when you say ‘home’ you mean somewhere outside of 

Ireland or off the continent of Europe. And because parents have 

options [to go to another place they call ‘home’], they don’t seem to 

realise that their kids don’t have that option and nobody is talking about 

[this] (Participant A, focus group 1). 

The complex socialisation and sense of identity of second and ‘1.5’ generation young 

people meant that they sometimes have to negotiate differing expectations. A CCRYS 

project worker described the sorts of issues which she had discussed with young 

people: 

   

They were saying that … a lot of their parents want them to keep their 

culture but a lot of parents want them to assimilate and they will push 

them to do stuff. The young people keep saying that they [are] being 

pushed everywhere and in all directions and by everybody … A huge 

amount of pressure … And … [their] sense of Irishness, it seems really 

complex, really difficult, more so because there is no space given to 

them for support with it and no one is giving them that support

Secondly, young people recalled difficulties in ‘escaping’ particular labels or responses 

which made them feel ‘different’ at a time when they wished to blend in with their peers. 

According to one young person: 

I’ve been involved in mainstream youth work … when I was younger ... 

They had certain things that I was really interested in like a youth forum 

and a choir. So I felt listened to … But I think youth work sometimes is 

very constrained and for people maybe from a migrant background it 

might be harder. Because at this age when you’re young you’re trying to 

navigate your identity and when you go into a youth club — that’s your 

identity. You’re black. You’re from a migrant background. And it’s some-

thing that’s stamped on you and I think people might shy away from that 

a little bit. I went through that as well. Because first of all I have interests 

but when you go there they’re like ‘oh where are you from?’ All these ques-

tions and you’re not really sure where you stand as well in your identity as 

yourself (Participant I, focus group 2). 

Relatedly, although some participants felt that culturally-related events to promote interac-

tion among young people were of value, the efficacy of once-off ‘intercultural’ days based 

on superficial markers of culture was questioned. One migrant community leader noted:

 

We were talking … to some kids, they were saying that some schools do 

… cultural days … and they say ‘you bring whatever from your country’, 

and they [the young people] were saying they don’t like it because it 

means they are on the platform, they are being showcased ... this is the 

show and everyone has to pay attention to them (Participant A, focus 

group 1). 

Finally, despite the desire to minimise their ethnic or cultural differences, paradoxically 

perhaps, the need for young people to find a ‘voice’ and a space with other young people 

to discuss and process those very factors which render them different was identified. 

Another migrant leader noted that:

I was born in [North Africa] and I grew up in [Europe] and … the pressure 

you are talking about, the parents, the community … Like each individual 

experiences it in a different way and they have a different way to go 

through it and manage it. But … there’s a conflict around them [young 

people] and a conflict in them. So I know how they feel and I know when 

they are given a voice, they can get to the next step (Participant C, focus 

group 1).

One of the young participants described some of the reasons for her participation in a 

self-organised young women’s group: 

If you ask many of us now compared to our parents’ mindset it’s going to 

be totally changing [different] from their mindsets so [participating in this 

group], it’s this thing of ‘we have a common ground’. Because here we 

are caught in two positions – we’ve come to this new society where they 

have their own way of going; our parents have their own way of going at 

home. Where does the balance step in? Do I have people who under-

stand that balance in my head? (Participant G, focus group 2). 

ii. Parental and Community Regulation

A second, interrelated topic to emerge from the data was the impact on young people of 

intergenerational differences with regard to matters such as appropriate behaviour or 

cultural norms. Young people often had to deal with differences between the expectations 

of their parents or communities and those of their peers and the wider ‘Irish’ community. 

For instance, culturally specific understandings of young people’s personal autonomy 

were apparent. During discussions with the young African women, the matter of parental 

discipline was discussed. One participant argued that:

 

Our parents have a different mindset. … Because if I want to … maybe … 

blend in with the real [sic] kids who grew up here, their parents let them 

go out at 14 until 10pm, at 15 until 11pm, all the parties. And my parents 

are like ‘you better be home at 7’ (Participant J, focus group 2). 

She added that: 

I know African people have many different cultures, but I think one thing 

that we have in common is our parents – there’s some kind of discipline 

that runs around Africa. I don’t know how, why, but it’s present in nearly 

every country

There was a gendered dimension to the theme of young people’s autonomy, though 

young women’s sense of agency also emerged strongly from the data. Another partici-

pant suggested that: 

Even in our own families how we’re treated because we’re girls to our 

brothers is totally different, and how sometimes -  I’m talking from my own 

experience here – as if I had an older brother, he probably would have 

been allowed out and about and been involved in a lot of things more than 

I would I feel. Unfortunately my parents are unlucky they got a girl that is 

kind of like a boy – so I didn’t really need that permission, I just went for it 

(Participant G, focus group 2). 

While limitations on young people’s autonomy appears to stem from particular cultural 

and religious attitudes towards matters such as gender, parenting and childhood, they 

are also partly attributable to parental fears for their children’s safety in a context of signifi-

cant levels of societal racism – a theme we address in more detail below. For example, the 

parent whom we interviewed noted that: 

[My daughter] has said to me ‘Mum, I want to go in a protest’. I’m saying 

‘no you’re not going’. Because in the protest things can go wrong and 

you’ve put yourself in danger. So you have to protect yourself. There is 

other ways of protesting — whether it’s writing or voicing — but don’t go 

there and be screaming and shouting. People have different kinds of 

banners on them … So you have to choose carefully in what you partici-

pate in and don’t participate in. We are still a minority here and it’s very 

easy for people to attack us. So I am very, very cautious.

She recalled the responses of some of her daughter’s friends upon hearing that she was 

allowed to travel alone on the bus:

 

[My daughter] was talking to some of the Muslim girls, and they were like 

'Your parents let you get the bus? Aren't you scared? They let you? That's 

so dangerous!' But this is what they have been told.  It's unsafe for you to 

be outside.

It was also noted that young women can face pressures from their wider communities with 

regard to expectations of appropriate behaviour. In reference to the young Muslim women 

she worked with, one of the CCRYS project workers noted that:

[Many people in their community have] an opinion about them and are 

very vocal about it. They have women who aren’t related to them but are 

‘aunties’ telling them that they shouldn’t have Facebook [etc.] … and 

others are saying ‘no it’s fine’.

A group of young Muslim women became enthusiastic members of a football club for girls. 

While their participation was supported by their parents, it was also met with some nega-

tive responses from other community members. According to the same project worker:

 

Stuff … comes up for the girls [who are] playing soccer in the hijab … 

There is a bit of a backlash from some people in the community saying 

'this isn't for Muslims'. So they're pushing in a particular direction. But 

there's a huge amount of pressure put on them which says, 'Ok, if you 

want to play football, you have to be a perfect Muslim. You don't give them 

[some members of the community] anything that they can throw at you'. 

So they're carrying this responsibility. They're pushing forward and they're 

groundbreakers. But they're not allowed to make mistakes like other 

young people do as the … community is watching them. 

 

While parental and community regulation can constrain the activities of some young 

Muslims, there is also clear evidence of a diversity of perspectives among migrant 

parents and leaders. While careful not to expose their children to harm, the parent and 

leader whom we interviewed both acted as positive role models for the young women in 

their care and were anxious that they had as many opportunities for social interaction and 

personal development as possible. As the parent explained with regard to youth work:

It … empower[s] the girls with tools that they could actually bring to their 

future life … [My daughter] understands more about youth work and 

participating and voicing and how … to do a campaign ... This is some-

thing that was alien to me and it was alien to her as well. When she came 

last night [from the CCRYS leadership training] she said ‘that was really 

intense. I don’t know if I took anything in.’ But she did, you know? From 

talking to her, she had [taken it in] … And this is something I would like 

my daughter or my children to carry on with. 

iii.  Religious Beliefs and Observance 

Religious faith and practice were central features in the lives of many of the young partici-

pants in this study. Three key findings were noted with regard to this. Firstly, religion is a 

key source of support and strength in their lives. The following comment from one young 

person exemplified this view:

Church … again comes down to this idea of community. You are sharing 

something in common, you’re supporting each other’s faith as well and 

also I think the support does not just come from the people but from your 

belief itself. Because I believe in God and I get my strength from knowing 

that he is going to help me (Participant G, focus group 2). 

Secondly, the research found that young people are often located at the intersection of 

different value systems and that their religious backgrounds played a key role in this. It 

was suggested that negotiating these different value systems created tensions and pres-

sures in the young people’s lives. For example, the focus group with community and 

religious leaders occurred shortly after the 2015 Marriage Equality referendum in Ireland. 

It was pointed out by the participants that many people in their communities that were 

affiliated with African Pentecostal Churches were opposed to civil marriage for gay and 

lesbian people. The Methodist minister, for instance, noted that those among the second 

generation that supported a ‘no’ vote were reproached by their peers while those that 

advocated a ‘yes’ faced recrimination from their family or community. He added:

The school [is] educating the child for 20 hours a week. But any good 

African Pentecostal Church, you’re going to have a very high level of 

involvement with it. So there’s this double value formation … [At] my 

school, all the kids did a ‘vote yes’ thing and then in the evening you go to 

a prayer meeting, and it’s ‘vote no’. And it’s the … youth that are … having 

to negotiate [that] (Participant D, focus group 1) 

One of the CCRYS project workers noted the ‘conflictual messages’ which the young 

people were receiving: 

I remember that came out from [one young person during the leadership 

training we did] when she was talking about one of the challenges … 

about becoming an activist and getting projects off the ground. She 

named religious conservatism. But she constantly talks about different 

issues, about LGBT rights and I thought 'this is mad.' She’s probably hear-

ing all of these things [LGBT rights etc.] in school … and then she's prob-

ably hearing other things in other spaces. 

A third finding to emerge in relation to religious observance was its implications for partici-

pation in youth work. One of our focus group participants had established a girls’ group 

within her mosque. However, some other community members were fearful of her efforts 

to introduce structured youth activities. Their objections appeared to centre on a fear that 

involvement in youth activities might dilute or detract from the young people’s understand-

ing and practice of Islam. According to a parent of one of the girls:

[The young people] all want activities, they all want activities. But [some 

of] the older women – the mothers maybe - have objections. It’s a conflict 

of culture … between generations … [The young people are] going to 

non-Muslim schools. You know your environment influences you. And 

they’re still young as well you have to remember. They’re not fully under-

standing Islam … The older generations understand Islam better. And 

there’s kind of a conflict there. 

She mentioned that anyone working with Muslim youth would need to be very aware of ‘the 

needs of the Muslim child’, including, for instance, the prohibition of ‘free-mixing’, that is, 

socialising between young men and women. She further noted that the presence of youth 

workers from the Muslim religion would be of great benefit in allaying parental and com-

munity fears.

iv.  Leadership and Civic/Political Participation 

The research found that some of the young women wished to be involved in issue-based 

work. This was particularly apparent among the young African women who were already 

affiliated with a migrant women’s rights organisation. As one of them said, ‘we’re literally 

dying of ideas to improve our community or improve the nation.’ The young women’s 

responses reflected their concern with migrant-specific inequalities.

According to one participant:

We are migrant women in this country and we — I believe almost half of 

us here —have gone through … a bit of discrimination here and there, 

racism here and there and obviously it wouldn’t be an easy task changing 

that, but it would be great seeing us improving on that (Participant F, 

focus group 2). 

However, they also expressed a desire to be involved in issues affecting young people in 

Ireland generally. For example, when discussing her perceptions of the Irish education 

system, another participant noted that: 

[M]any [young] people feel like ‘I can’t get in [to college] anyways and I’m 

not going to strive for it.’ … Even the Irish kids themselves, they end up at 

a place of ‘I can just get a FETAC [course] and get a work’ and … it’s 

really not good, it limits the mind … So I would definitely change the 

educational system to such a way that it can accommodate everybody in 

their different ways to strive for a better education, a better future 

because at the end of the day it brings out a better country (Participant J, 

focus group 2). 

Some of the participants demonstrated significant potential for youth leadership. One 

young person recalled how: 

We were sitting in Stephen’s Green yesterday after [a] … conference 

talking about different issues and it was so empowering and so motivat-

ing … We talked about real issues that were happening and they got to a 

point of even coming up with solutions and making connections between 

different things (Participant I, focus group 2). 

The potential for leadership and an interest in issues facing young people among migrant 

young people was also evident during discussions at the youth leadership training deliv-

ered by the CCRYS intercultural youth project. The participants in this training were from 

a range of ethnic minority backgrounds. One of the CCRYS project workers noted:

LGBT stuff came out during the training mainly through the Muslim girls 

that wear the veil. They were actually really, really concerned that their 

LGBT peers wouldn't be supported. It was really Interesting. All of them 

mentioned LGBT as an issue that they felt really strongly about

 v. Racism and Exclusion 

A key issue to emerge from across the all interviews and focus groups was the degree to 

which racism had become a ‘normal’ feature of young people’s lives. The research also 

found that, while friendships with young ‘Irish’ people had been formed, young people 

also experienced exclusion among their peers. 

Participants discussed misrepresentations of and racist attitudes towards both Muslims 

and black Africans. These had a significant impact on the young people whose respons-

es ranged from frustration to a deep sense of hurt. Some participants were frustrated by 

ignorance, misinformation or generalisations about Africa. According to one young 

person: 

I’ve lived in Africa. It’s not just bushes and forests and everything. Things 

happen in Africa. Beautiful things. But then again the way the Irish people 

ask is from the perception that they’ve been given. ‘Oh it’s just poverty. 

The people there are just struggling.’ All this kind of stuff. And they 

wouldn’t really know our cultures and the way we act to certain things 

(Participant K, focus group 2).

Another young person who had migrated to Ireland as a young adult recalled a conversa-

tion she had had with her younger brother who was born in Ireland. 

When I came to this country, my little brother asked me a question … ‘Do 

you sleep on a bed in Africa?’ And I said ‘hold on little brother. Why do 

you ask this question?’ And he was like ‘because our teacher was talking 

to us about Africa and he was saying literally that in Africa most people 

live in the bush, they don’t sleep on beds, they don’t have telly … like 

they’re struggling in Africa.’ And I said to him ‘Baby, when you go to 

school tomorrow, you tell teacher Africans are humans. They have a bed, 

they have telly’ (Participant F, focus group 2)

The following quotation from one young person typified the view among the Muslim girls 

that they were constantly judged on the basis of crimes committed in the name of Islam:

 

Sometimes, in the news they judge a whole community based on 10 

people and … that’s why people mostly when they see Muslims they think 

… ‘these people don’t give education to girls, they’re just bad, they do 

bombs, and 9/11 and stuff.’ They don’t think about the other good stuff we 

do (Participant P, focus group 3). 

Similarly, her friend commented that:

If they said something in the news that’s bad about Muslims, it does not 

mean I’m one of them. Maybe I’ve got other thinking. Maybe … they’re 

thinking they want to kill people, I’m not like that ... Islam is all about 

peace and loving people (Participant M, focus group 3).

Experiences of racism emerged too in the accounts of the young African women. One 

participant described the emotional and exclusionary effects of racist discourses about 

black Africans: 

Because most people think you just came from Africa and then started 

taking things from us, benefits, job-wise and other stuff. So I feel like a 

gold-digger (Participant F, focus group 2). 

In a similar vein, another young person noted:

Even sometimes I’m scared to go into ... the social welfare offices 

because I see all these eyes around me. I can’t wait to finish college and 

get myself a job so I don’t have to go back in there. It’s so scary. You go 

in there and you feel like ’oh my days, they’re all looking at me.’ I feel like 

I shouldn’t be here (Participant K, focus group 2).

The wounding effects of online racism and its consequences for migrants’ participation 

and sense of belonging in Irish society were also mentioned by a number of research 

participants. For one young person:

I feel if I read stuff in the media, if someone writes an article about 

migrants or stuff like that, the kind of comments from people - literally 

when I read them I feel, well these are people, this is society, that’s what 

they’re saying about migrants in the country. And when you read them, 

they are really, really horrible. It feels like ‘I should just hide in my room. I 

shouldn’t come out’… They smile but just pretending, but not letting some-

one fully in. Because what they write in the media and stuff like that isn’t 

really good, isn’t positive about migrants (Participant K, focus group 2).

In addition to general racist attitudes, participants also noted instances of bullying or 

exclusion by their peers which they believed were related to their Muslim identity, though 

it is important to emphasise that some participants also spoke of their Irish classmates 

being their ‘bestos’ [best friends]. One of them recalled:

Like in my class on the first day, one of the girls she didn’t really like me 

because I was wearing a scarf but then even like when I was writing with 

a pencil, I asked her did she want to write with it, and she was like ‘no, I 

won’t touch that’. And I was like ‘ok that’s your decision. What are you 

going to write with?’ And then in the school years, we’re actually like best 

pals now, literally. She just like knows me now. She just thought I was bad 

or something (Participant P, focus group 3). 

Another participant said:

Well I get bullied because I’m Muslim and I still do … I told my teacher 

and then she apologised to me and then she’s really nice to me. But then 

these girls these days, they’re not that nice to me. I’m actually not really 

sure why they’re not nice to me maybe because of the colour of my skin 

or something. But they like everybody else in the class and they don’t like 

me mostly. When people have birthday parties, this girl she had a birth-

day party and she invited the whole class except me (Participant Q, focus 

group 3). 

A further manifestation of racism and exclusion highlighted in the research were the phys-

ical threats or racist encounters from strangers in public experienced by some of the 

young people. These encounters took a highly gendered form particularly as they related 

to stereotypes about black women’s sexuality. One young person recalled:

On the buses I’ve had experience where these guys are like ‘come marry 

me, I’ll give you a green card’ and all this … And older guys as well …on 

the streets sometimes. I don’t think they would say the same thing to a 

young Irish person … I look like a kid! I could have been any age, coming 

up to you and being like ‘Hey, do you want to sleep with me tonight?’, like 

propositioning you … I’ve had a friend who was asked if she’s a prostitute 

(Participant I, focus group 2). 

A fellow participant responded that this had happened to her also: 

I was just innocently standing at a bus stop and someone said ‘do you 

want to come with me?’ I said ‘where?’ ‘I will pay you good’. I mean I really 

felt like ‘what do you take me for? You really think I’m just standing here 

waiting for you to ask me if you will pay me well’ (Participant H, focus 

group 2). 

The threat to young people’s safety and bodily integrity as a consequence of racism was 

also named by the CCRYS project workers. This, it was felt, had implications for youth 

work: 

When we did the training with the young people ... the sense that I got 

was they really, really want to get involved in stuff but there's an issue of 

safety. Really they don't feel safe in a lot of the spaces that are offered for 

them. In terms of the youth services, geographically again, we're talking 

about youth projects that are in areas that are pretty difficult, so the 

services that can provide a service to these young people or that are 

equipped to do it are not in areas that actually are safe enough for these 

young people to access. 

According to her colleague:

If you unpack the issues that young women are coming up against, 

there's mad stuff all together. If you're talking about the young women in 

the [mosque] ... if you can get to a conversation of their experience of 

living in the area, or areas like it, lots of stuff is coming up around how safe 

they feel on the streets, around … racist incidents, getting their hijabs 

pulled off them, being spat at, all that kind of stuff. It's so normalised, it's 

mad, crazy, you know? And not having a space to process that and just 

that sense of 'that's just the way it is.’

The parent of a young Muslim girl noted that: 

There is a lot of Islamaphobia going around at the moment. I do fear 

where I send my kids. I have to have different nationalities in that group to 

feel that my kids are going to be safe. If it’s just an all-Irish place, I’m not 

comfortable … I’m not comfortable, because they will always come back 

and say ‘So-and-so said this. So-and-so said that’ … I mean I’m not 

saying I want every single box to be ticked, even if it was just [a] multi-cul-

tural [group], I would be quite happy. 

Her responses also highlighted how her daughter’s agency and ‘voice’ were constrained 

by macro social policy concerning Muslims beyond Ireland, in this case the so-called 

‘Preventing Violent Extremism’   agenda in the UK. She explained that she liked to give her 

daughter the tools to respond to misrepresentations of Islam by teachers or peers. Howev-

er, she also cautioned her daughter to ‘be careful what you say [at school]’: 

Because she’s very voiceful. She gives her opinion. I’m also fearful at the 

moment of what’s happening in the UK. The government is asking 

schools to keep an eye on students to see who is extremist, and they 

should be reported and everything. I say to her ‘you have to be careful’. I 

don’t know what the agenda is here.

Finally, young people’s strategies for coping with racism or exclusion were mentioned. 

Both CCRYS workers noted that humour was one way in which young people managed 

their experiences of racism. For instance, young Muslims might humorously take on a 

stereotype as a means of satirising and coping with the association between Islam and 

terrorism:

I see [this use of humour by] young people in lots of different ways. It’s 

putting [the stereotype] out there and [saying] ‘I’ll get there before you do, 

you know?’ ‘This is who I am. And I know what you think. And [I] can laugh 

at it.’

It was further suggested that young people might ‘self-exclude’ from mainstream youth 

work or other related ‘white’ spaces in search of better ways of processing their experienc-

es. According to one young person: 

When you see [how] … the media [represent us] … [and]  all the experi-

ences that we’ve had, and you think about going to a predominantly white 

youth centre … with all that baggage, it’s kind of almost easier not to and 

to maybe self-organise … Because all of these things have an effect on 

you. So maybe you think forming a group that’s not [already] there, that’s 

with people who have shared experiences would be easier and more 

helpful (Participant I, focus group 2). 

4.2 The Role of Youth Work
In this section, we consider in turn the implications for youth work of each of the themes 

addressed in the preceding section with reference to relevant literature. We then discuss 

research findings which related specifically to youth work, highlighting its potential but 

also the ongoing challenges which remain with regard to the participation of young people 

from ethnic minority groups.  

i. Migration, Identity and Belonging

Our findings indicate that youth workers working with young people from ethnic minority 

groups may need to be aware of how issues pertaining to their personal and social identity 

affect their sense of belonging and wellbeing. The potential role of youth work in this 

regard was summed up by one of the CCRYS project workers: 

We have a whole generation of young people who are trying to negotiate 

what it feels to be both Muslim and Irish, both black and Irish and I see 

them struggling with this stuff. So that's one side of it. But I also see them 

have all the other stuff that happens to young people – having to deal with 

relationships and broken hearts and having trouble with school and 

clashing with their friends and stuff on the internet and getting into 

trouble. So you have all that … stuff of being a teenager … and then they 

have this extra layer of stuff … For me that's where youth work comes in. 

[It] makes space for young people to make sense of their own social 

reality and help them negotiate this. 

The findings also suggest that youth workers must walk a fine line between offering 

support where necessary while avoiding a situation where young people may feel inap-

propriately singled out (see also ní Laoire, et al, 2011). This work must take place in 

spaces where young people feel safe. Some of the findings - for instance, the comment 

by participant I above -indicate that this may need to happen in identity-specific groups 

or in groups comprising young people with shared exposure to or experience of the 

issue(s) in question. This is in keeping with commonly-held youth work values and 

approaches which are concerned with developing flexible responses to the particular 

needs of young people as they arise. 

ii. Parental and Community Regulation

While all young people face constraints on their personal autonomy, our research found 

evidence that young people from ethnic minorities may be subjected to greater parental 

regulation and community expectation than their ‘Irish’ peers. This suggests that youth 

work may have a role in providing a space for young people to process the sometimes 

conflicting expectations which they may face. It also raises challenges for how the princi-

ple of self-determination — that is ‘the non-directive enabling of young people to make 

decisions and choices in their lives’ (Imam and Bowler, 2010: 144)  — has traditionally 

been understood within youth work practice. For example, some parental involvement in 

activity choices may have to be countenanced in order to facilitate inclusion. 

This theme underscores the advice of previous strategies and guides for intercultural 

youth work (Lynam, 2009; NYCI/Youthnet, 2012) which emphasised that youth workers 

may need to purposively and patiently spend time building up the trust and buy-in of 

parents, guardians and community leaders. It also suggests that youth workers may need 

to be aware of the greater restrictions placed on some young migrants’ free time when 

planning the timing and location of activities.  

iii. Religious Beliefs and Observance

The centrality of religious faith in many young people’s lives carries with it a number of 

implications for youth work. Firstly, it suggests that practitioners need to increase their 

religious literacy. Indeed, there is some evidence of nascent efforts by youth workers to 

achieve this. One youth worker interviewed for the research noted that workers in her 

project who were working with Muslim children and parents in their homework club were 

‘trying to educate themselves [about different religions], so they’ve gotten books that are 

child-friendly around religion.’ 

With regard to young people’s location at the interface between conflicting value systems, 

the findings imply that youth workers may have a role to play in supporting young people 

to discuss and debate different worldviews in a safe and respectful environment. There 

may also be a role for youth work in supporting young people to discuss complex issues 

surrounding individual sexuality which may not be addressed at home. For instance, 

according to one of the migrant community leaders: 

A lot of what is going there are issues … to do with sexuality, and sexual 

identity that you’d find within the African community it’s a no-go area. 

People assume there are no gay people or … whatever … You cannot 

lead them … but you need to create space where the conversations can 

be had (Participant A, focus group 1).

Changes to youth work practice may also be required in order to accommodate the religi-

osity within many ethnic minority families. For example, our research found evidence of 

how one youth project within the Canal Communities area managed, after some difficul-

ties, to accommodate the needs of the Muslim children in relation to Halal food. 

With regard to young Muslim women specifically, the research indicates that youth work-

ers must find ways of accommodating the parental regulation which they may face, while 

avoiding stereotypes of young Muslim women as passive or without a voice (see McGarry, 

2012). It is also important not to create the impression that religious observance should or 

could inevitably exclude them from youth work. Up to 18 young girls from one Dublin 

mosque engaged with the CCRYS intercultural youth project during its lifetime. For two or 

three of these young people, their participation was confined to activities within the 

mosque. For most of the others, their participation was permitted in youth activities outside 

the mosque where relationships of trust had been established with those carrying them 

out and if one of the Muslim volunteers was also present. One of the CCRYS intercultural 

youth project workers expressed the view that with more time, they could have deepened 

the relationship of trust with Muslim parents and religious leaders to a point where more 

young women could access activities without the involvement of parents or adult mem-

bers of the Muslim community. This also underlines the importance of involving workers 

and volunteers from ethnic minority communities in youth work. 

In order to widen the participation of young Muslim women in youth work, however, the 

provision of youth work to gender-specific groups will have to be considered (see also 

McGarry, 2012; for an opposing perspective, see Cressey, 2006). Failure to offer a dedi-

cated space to young Muslim women will result in their exclusion. There is considerable 

precedent for gender-specific groups within youth work. These have been undertaken 

with members of the Traveller Community and in relation to matters such as sexual health 

(NYCI, 2012). Gender-specific youth work has long been regarded as a means of 

addressing the specific needs of young women and of mitigating young women’s margin-

alisation within youth work spaces (Hanbury, Lee and Batsleer, 2010). 

Finally, in highlighting this theme, we also suggest that, as practitioners, we avoid a binary 

understanding of the differences between Muslim and non-Muslim/Christian and 

non-Christian value systems and remember that religious and cultural communities are 

complex, heterogeneous and dynamic. As we have seen, differing interpretations of 

religious doctrine and cultural practices — such as the prohibition on ‘free-mixing’ (mixed 

activities between male and female) or attitudes to young women’s sporting activities 

—are evident among adherents of the same faith.

iv. Leadership and Civic/Political Participation

Many of our findings challenge stereotypes of young migrants as passively ‘in need’ of 

integration (see ní Laoire et al, 2011). This is particularly in evidence in the findings relat-

ing to young people’s leadership and desire to activate social change. While we cannot 

make any claims as to the typicality of these young people’s perspectives, such findings 

appear highly relevant to youth work given its central concern with enabling young 

people’s voice. Furthermore, it is significant that the young African women had self-organ-

ised as a group, with the support of the migrant women’s organisation and of CCRYS itself. 

This indicates a possible role for youth workers and other trusted allies in enabling young 

migrants’ self-organisation where such a need exists.  

v. Racism and Exclusion

Our research confirms the findings of previous research in relation to the prevalence of 

racism in young migrants’ lives (see also Gilligan et al, 2010; ní Laoire, 2011; Szlovák and 

Szewczyk, 2015). This theme has a number of important consequences for youth work.

 

Firstly, a meaningful youth work relationship may help young people to process their expe-

riences of racism, experiences which are multi-faceted and gendered. Secondly, critical, 

open, non-judgemental conversations of the type advocated by Thomas and Henri (2011) 

are crucial to supporting young people to address their racist views. Youth work’s capaci-

ty for creative, flexible approaches is relevant in this regard.  For example, one youth 

worker described her project’s use of ‘Theatre of the Oppressed’ methodology with young 

people as a means of initiating what Thomas (2002: 60) calls ‘conversations with a 

purpose’ in relation to matters of social injustice. Nonetheless, deeply held racist attitudes 

among some of the young people attending some youth services are clearly a problem to 

which there is no easy solution. Thomas and Henri (2011) who have worked with young 

white people within communities characterised by deep racial divisions in northern 

England have suggested that opportunities for cross-community interaction on a planned 

and sustained basis can make a difference here. Where young people cannot attend 

youth services due to fears of racism and personal safety or who ‘self-exclude’ in the 

manner described by some of our young participants, there is an imperative that alterna-

tive spaces for flexible, youth-centred support are identified and resourced. All these 

steps may depend on youth organisations building greater fluency around racism and 

diversity issues.

 vi. Barriers to Accessing Youth Work

In addition to the findings set out above, the research identified a number of barriers to the 

participation in youth work by young people from ethnic minorities. These relate to how 

youth work is often structured and resourced. 

Firstly, constraints associated with the geographical boundaries of youth organisation’s 

catchment areas were noted. It was suggested by the CCRYS intercultural youth project 

workers that many young people from ethnic minorities are congregating in spaces, such 

as their mosque, which are outside the areas in which they live. This means that they are 

less likely to access youth work services in the areas where they reside.  

Secondly and relatedly, the sort of outreach which is traditionally undertaken by youth 

services, for instance, through street work or in social housing estates, does not enable 

contact with young people who are congregating in different sorts of spaces, such as 

mosques. This can render them invisible to youth services.  

Thirdly, although we have mentioned matters of ethnic identity, the question of social class 

is also relevant to our study. Youth work in some areas has been built up over many years 

to respond to the needs of young people deemed ‘at risk’ due to their specific experiences 

of class-based exclusion and inequality.   Such youth services may use models of practice 

which are focused on the issues facing young people ‘at risk’ of involvement in addiction 

or crime. It was suggested that these issues may not be as relevant to many young people 

from ethnic minority communities. According to one youth worker for instance:  

Young people come here when their needs are not being met. Their risk 

level is very different. Drug use is quite serious here and young people 

quite young are getting involved in running and taking drugs, particularly 

smoking grass and I mean from 9, 10 years of age, very young. I don’t see 

Muslim children getting involved in that kind of activity. 

Finally, a shortage of resources placed significant pressure on youth organisations and 

undermined their capacity to keep the issue of intercultural youth work consistently on 

their agenda. According to one youth worker, for example:

We are down to the wire here and I’m really not just moaning saying that, 

we genuinely are. There’s a lot of stuff we’ve had to just drop because we 

just can’t manage it. And I’m really trying to be careful that people don’t 

do over their hours. Because you can get burned out very easily. 

Her colleague in another youth project expressed the view that

When things get very busy we revert to type. We go back to ... what we 

are supposed to do – all about those [young people] most at risk that 

present in that chaotic way … so it can be very easy to put [efforts to 

include ethnic minority young people] by the wayside … because there is 

so much [else to do] … You have to have that passion within you, you 

have to have that want within you [to do additional work to reach ethnic 

minority young people]. It’s not as if you’re going to have nothing [else] to 

do. So someone has to come and say – and from up high, our funders – 

that this is an issue, this is something that we want you to look at.

One of the CCRYS project workers expressed the view that:  

Youth projects, from what I can see, that engage with more diverse young 

people - in the sense of class - seem to find it easier to attract young 

people from ethnic minority communities … I think it might be linked to 

resources. Projects that are stripped to the bare bones [often] concen-

trate on firefighting with the most ‘at risk’ young people and this can 

create youth work spaces that are inaccessible or tough for minority 

ethnic young people. 

vii. The Potential of Youth Work 

Although we have highlighted barriers within youth work, our research also illuminated its 

relevance and the potential it offers for including young people from ethnic minority 

groups and for addressing some of their needs. Firstly, despite the constraints they faced, 

there was evidence of a ‘buy-in’ from youth services to the principle of inclusive youth 

work. According to one youth worker for example:

I was a very loud voice in team meetings that we don’t need to change 

any strategy [to include more young people from ethnic minorities], that 

young people are young people and the door is always open, it’s all about 

voluntary participation. If they want to come, we’ll sort it out then and 

integrate. I still have part of those views. But with [CCRYS intercultural 

youth project worker] arriving and some of the conversations with her … 

it just let me know that it’s just not that simple. In a way that was a bit of a 

cop-out … you have to make that effort. You have to make it appealing in 

some way, shape or form.

One of the youth projects in the area had succeeded in including young people from a 

range of ethnic minority backgrounds in mainstream youth work activities. Another project 

had not succeeded in attracting many teenagers from ethnic minority communities but it 

had a significant numbers of Muslim children in its homework club. She recalled:

[We] would always encourage in the homework clubs that parents would 

go along to trips and different things. So the Muslim women just took it up 

really quickly. I’ve often seen them bringing in food and everything to the 

homework clubs. Particularly in the summer project they were making 

sweets that they make and the kids were all loving them. And it was 

getting to a point last summer where the kids were putting orders in, 

saying ‘will you bring sweets to this trip?’ And it was all really nice. And it 

was a really nice way to integrate the kids in and the parents in, and I 

suppose to try and tackle the whole racism issue, but in a normal way. 

 

Secondly, youth work’s flexibility and its capacity to engage young people and foster 

cross-community interaction in creative ways also emerged. A youth worker recalled a 

project organised in collaboration with the CCRYS intercultural youth project:

The graffiti around Fatima… was a project that we did with two artists 

[who] came over from England. One was Muslim and one was 

English-Irish so we did graffiti on the pitch around there. It was basically 

of the flats and a butterfly emerging [to symbolise] the whole regeneration 

[process] because the Muslim symbols are very similar to the old Celtic 

symbols so that was put onto it as well. So that and the fact that one of the 

artists was Muslim, the young people were asking a lot of questions about 

stuff that they’re just curious about, that they don’t understand. And we 

[youth workers] were as well because there’s loads I obviously don’t know 

… And the young people, because they were able to talk to him and he 

was a graffiti artist, so he was cool and they were asking him loads of 

questions and he was very honest … So that was really good. 

Thirdly, youth work offers a means where young people can simply be ‘young’ without the 

label of ‘migrant’. For instance, one young person recalled her participation in Foróige’s 

‘Big Brother, Big Sister’ mentoring programme:

I loved [it] because there wasn’t really anything about me being from a 

migrant background. It was about me being a role model for another 

young person growing up in my school and stuff like that (Participant G, 

focus group 2).
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In what follows, we outline our findings with regard to our previously stated research aims. 

Our first section below, ‘Issues Experienced by Young People from Ethnic Minorities’, 
identifies five significant, intertwined themes. These are, firstly, the challenges young 

people face in navigating the multiple and sometimes conflicting forces which shape their 

sense of personal and social identity and which inform their sense of belonging; secondly, 

the impact on young people of parental and community expectations; thirdly, the signifi-

cance of religious observance and religious influences in young people’s lives; fourthly, 

opportunities for leadership and civic or political participation and fifthly, the ongoing 

reality of racism in young people’s lives.

 

The next section, ‘the Role of Youth Work’, considers the implications for youth work of 

these themes and provides an account of our findings with regard to youth work and the 

inclusion of young people from ethnic minorities. The subsequent section, ‘CCRYS Inter-
cultural Youth Project: What Lessons Can We Learn?’, focuses specifically on the 

experiences of the intercultural youth project within CCRYS. We analyse some of the key 

successes, challenges and complexities which the project and its partner organisations 

encountered during its lifetime and consider the implications of these for youth work. 

Our final section provides some brief conclusions to the study and offers recommenda-

tions for furthering youth work with young migrants based on the results of our study. 

4.1 Issues Experienced by Young People 
from Ethnic Minorities 
i.        Migration, Identity and Belonging 
Our research suggested that young people, particularly those who were born in Ireland or 

who arrived here as children, feel an affinity with more than one national or cultural identi-

ty. For instance, in their responses to a question on this matter on the questionnaire 

distributed prior to the focus groups, some of the young people described themselves in 

hyphenated terms such as ‘Irish-Congolese’, ‘Cameroonian-Irish’ or ‘Palestinian-Irish’. 

The research also indicated, however, that young people can face difficulties in navigat-

ing and expressing the different aspects of their ethnic and cultural identities. These 

difficulties manifested in a number of areas. Firstly, it was apparent that many young 

people do not identify with their ‘country of origin’ as strongly as their parents or older 

siblings. In a quotation which underscores the child-specific nature of the migration expe-

rience, one migrant community leader suggested that:

 

[Many] parents don’t seem to understand what migration is for their kids. 

Like for me, I can always say ‘I can go back to Zimbabwe’. But for [the 

young people], Zimbabwe … [is] not necessarily home. [In] Ireland … 

people meet them and say ‘go back to Africa’. But that’s not a reality for 

them. So because of colour of skin or even because of religion there’s an 

expectation that when you say ‘home’ you mean somewhere outside of 

Ireland or off the continent of Europe. And because parents have 

options [to go to another place they call ‘home’], they don’t seem to 

realise that their kids don’t have that option and nobody is talking about 

[this] (Participant A, focus group 1). 

The complex socialisation and sense of identity of second and ‘1.5’ generation young 

people meant that they sometimes have to negotiate differing expectations. A CCRYS 

project worker described the sorts of issues which she had discussed with young 

people: 

   

They were saying that … a lot of their parents want them to keep their 

culture but a lot of parents want them to assimilate and they will push 

them to do stuff. The young people keep saying that they [are] being 

pushed everywhere and in all directions and by everybody … A huge 

amount of pressure … And … [their] sense of Irishness, it seems really 

complex, really difficult, more so because there is no space given to 

them for support with it and no one is giving them that support

Secondly, young people recalled difficulties in ‘escaping’ particular labels or responses 

which made them feel ‘different’ at a time when they wished to blend in with their peers. 

According to one young person: 

I’ve been involved in mainstream youth work … when I was younger ... 

They had certain things that I was really interested in like a youth forum 

and a choir. So I felt listened to … But I think youth work sometimes is 

very constrained and for people maybe from a migrant background it 

might be harder. Because at this age when you’re young you’re trying to 

navigate your identity and when you go into a youth club — that’s your 

identity. You’re black. You’re from a migrant background. And it’s some-

thing that’s stamped on you and I think people might shy away from that 

a little bit. I went through that as well. Because first of all I have interests 

but when you go there they’re like ‘oh where are you from?’ All these ques-

tions and you’re not really sure where you stand as well in your identity as 

yourself (Participant I, focus group 2). 

Relatedly, although some participants felt that culturally-related events to promote interac-

tion among young people were of value, the efficacy of once-off ‘intercultural’ days based 

on superficial markers of culture was questioned. One migrant community leader noted:

 

We were talking … to some kids, they were saying that some schools do 

… cultural days … and they say ‘you bring whatever from your country’, 

and they [the young people] were saying they don’t like it because it 

means they are on the platform, they are being showcased ... this is the 

show and everyone has to pay attention to them (Participant A, focus 

group 1). 

Finally, despite the desire to minimise their ethnic or cultural differences, paradoxically 

perhaps, the need for young people to find a ‘voice’ and a space with other young people 

to discuss and process those very factors which render them different was identified. 

Another migrant leader noted that:

I was born in [North Africa] and I grew up in [Europe] and … the pressure 

you are talking about, the parents, the community … Like each individual 

experiences it in a different way and they have a different way to go 

through it and manage it. But … there’s a conflict around them [young 

people] and a conflict in them. So I know how they feel and I know when 

they are given a voice, they can get to the next step (Participant C, focus 

group 1).

One of the young participants described some of the reasons for her participation in a 

self-organised young women’s group: 

If you ask many of us now compared to our parents’ mindset it’s going to 

be totally changing [different] from their mindsets so [participating in this 

group], it’s this thing of ‘we have a common ground’. Because here we 

are caught in two positions – we’ve come to this new society where they 

have their own way of going; our parents have their own way of going at 

home. Where does the balance step in? Do I have people who under-

stand that balance in my head? (Participant G, focus group 2). 

ii. Parental and Community Regulation

A second, interrelated topic to emerge from the data was the impact on young people of 

intergenerational differences with regard to matters such as appropriate behaviour or 

cultural norms. Young people often had to deal with differences between the expectations 

of their parents or communities and those of their peers and the wider ‘Irish’ community. 

For instance, culturally specific understandings of young people’s personal autonomy 

were apparent. During discussions with the young African women, the matter of parental 

discipline was discussed. One participant argued that:

 

Our parents have a different mindset. … Because if I want to … maybe … 

blend in with the real [sic] kids who grew up here, their parents let them 

go out at 14 until 10pm, at 15 until 11pm, all the parties. And my parents 

are like ‘you better be home at 7’ (Participant J, focus group 2). 

She added that: 

I know African people have many different cultures, but I think one thing 

that we have in common is our parents – there’s some kind of discipline 

that runs around Africa. I don’t know how, why, but it’s present in nearly 

every country

There was a gendered dimension to the theme of young people’s autonomy, though 

young women’s sense of agency also emerged strongly from the data. Another partici-

pant suggested that: 

Even in our own families how we’re treated because we’re girls to our 

brothers is totally different, and how sometimes -  I’m talking from my own 

experience here – as if I had an older brother, he probably would have 

been allowed out and about and been involved in a lot of things more than 

I would I feel. Unfortunately my parents are unlucky they got a girl that is 

kind of like a boy – so I didn’t really need that permission, I just went for it 

(Participant G, focus group 2). 

While limitations on young people’s autonomy appears to stem from particular cultural 

and religious attitudes towards matters such as gender, parenting and childhood, they 

are also partly attributable to parental fears for their children’s safety in a context of signifi-

cant levels of societal racism – a theme we address in more detail below. For example, the 

parent whom we interviewed noted that: 

[My daughter] has said to me ‘Mum, I want to go in a protest’. I’m saying 

‘no you’re not going’. Because in the protest things can go wrong and 

you’ve put yourself in danger. So you have to protect yourself. There is 

other ways of protesting — whether it’s writing or voicing — but don’t go 

there and be screaming and shouting. People have different kinds of 

banners on them … So you have to choose carefully in what you partici-

pate in and don’t participate in. We are still a minority here and it’s very 

easy for people to attack us. So I am very, very cautious.

She recalled the responses of some of her daughter’s friends upon hearing that she was 

allowed to travel alone on the bus:

 

[My daughter] was talking to some of the Muslim girls, and they were like 

'Your parents let you get the bus? Aren't you scared? They let you? That's 

so dangerous!' But this is what they have been told.  It's unsafe for you to 

be outside.

It was also noted that young women can face pressures from their wider communities with 

regard to expectations of appropriate behaviour. In reference to the young Muslim women 

she worked with, one of the CCRYS project workers noted that:

[Many people in their community have] an opinion about them and are 

very vocal about it. They have women who aren’t related to them but are 

‘aunties’ telling them that they shouldn’t have Facebook [etc.] … and 

others are saying ‘no it’s fine’.

A group of young Muslim women became enthusiastic members of a football club for girls. 

While their participation was supported by their parents, it was also met with some nega-

tive responses from other community members. According to the same project worker:

 

Stuff … comes up for the girls [who are] playing soccer in the hijab … 

There is a bit of a backlash from some people in the community saying 

'this isn't for Muslims'. So they're pushing in a particular direction. But 

there's a huge amount of pressure put on them which says, 'Ok, if you 

want to play football, you have to be a perfect Muslim. You don't give them 

[some members of the community] anything that they can throw at you'. 

So they're carrying this responsibility. They're pushing forward and they're 

groundbreakers. But they're not allowed to make mistakes like other 

young people do as the … community is watching them. 

 

While parental and community regulation can constrain the activities of some young 

Muslims, there is also clear evidence of a diversity of perspectives among migrant 

parents and leaders. While careful not to expose their children to harm, the parent and 

leader whom we interviewed both acted as positive role models for the young women in 

their care and were anxious that they had as many opportunities for social interaction and 

personal development as possible. As the parent explained with regard to youth work:

It … empower[s] the girls with tools that they could actually bring to their 

future life … [My daughter] understands more about youth work and 

participating and voicing and how … to do a campaign ... This is some-

thing that was alien to me and it was alien to her as well. When she came 

last night [from the CCRYS leadership training] she said ‘that was really 

intense. I don’t know if I took anything in.’ But she did, you know? From 

talking to her, she had [taken it in] … And this is something I would like 

my daughter or my children to carry on with. 

iii.  Religious Beliefs and Observance 

Religious faith and practice were central features in the lives of many of the young partici-

pants in this study. Three key findings were noted with regard to this. Firstly, religion is a 

key source of support and strength in their lives. The following comment from one young 

person exemplified this view:

Church … again comes down to this idea of community. You are sharing 

something in common, you’re supporting each other’s faith as well and 

also I think the support does not just come from the people but from your 

belief itself. Because I believe in God and I get my strength from knowing 

that he is going to help me (Participant G, focus group 2). 

Secondly, the research found that young people are often located at the intersection of 

different value systems and that their religious backgrounds played a key role in this. It 

was suggested that negotiating these different value systems created tensions and pres-

sures in the young people’s lives. For example, the focus group with community and 

religious leaders occurred shortly after the 2015 Marriage Equality referendum in Ireland. 

It was pointed out by the participants that many people in their communities that were 

affiliated with African Pentecostal Churches were opposed to civil marriage for gay and 

lesbian people. The Methodist minister, for instance, noted that those among the second 

generation that supported a ‘no’ vote were reproached by their peers while those that 

advocated a ‘yes’ faced recrimination from their family or community. He added:

The school [is] educating the child for 20 hours a week. But any good 

African Pentecostal Church, you’re going to have a very high level of 

involvement with it. So there’s this double value formation … [At] my 

school, all the kids did a ‘vote yes’ thing and then in the evening you go to 

a prayer meeting, and it’s ‘vote no’. And it’s the … youth that are … having 

to negotiate [that] (Participant D, focus group 1) 

One of the CCRYS project workers noted the ‘conflictual messages’ which the young 

people were receiving: 

I remember that came out from [one young person during the leadership 

training we did] when she was talking about one of the challenges … 

about becoming an activist and getting projects off the ground. She 

named religious conservatism. But she constantly talks about different 

issues, about LGBT rights and I thought 'this is mad.' She’s probably hear-

ing all of these things [LGBT rights etc.] in school … and then she's prob-

ably hearing other things in other spaces. 

A third finding to emerge in relation to religious observance was its implications for partici-

pation in youth work. One of our focus group participants had established a girls’ group 

within her mosque. However, some other community members were fearful of her efforts 

to introduce structured youth activities. Their objections appeared to centre on a fear that 

involvement in youth activities might dilute or detract from the young people’s understand-

ing and practice of Islam. According to a parent of one of the girls:

[The young people] all want activities, they all want activities. But [some 

of] the older women – the mothers maybe - have objections. It’s a conflict 

of culture … between generations … [The young people are] going to 

non-Muslim schools. You know your environment influences you. And 

they’re still young as well you have to remember. They’re not fully under-

standing Islam … The older generations understand Islam better. And 

there’s kind of a conflict there. 

She mentioned that anyone working with Muslim youth would need to be very aware of ‘the 

needs of the Muslim child’, including, for instance, the prohibition of ‘free-mixing’, that is, 

socialising between young men and women. She further noted that the presence of youth 

workers from the Muslim religion would be of great benefit in allaying parental and com-

munity fears.

iv.  Leadership and Civic/Political Participation 

The research found that some of the young women wished to be involved in issue-based 

work. This was particularly apparent among the young African women who were already 

affiliated with a migrant women’s rights organisation. As one of them said, ‘we’re literally 

dying of ideas to improve our community or improve the nation.’ The young women’s 

responses reflected their concern with migrant-specific inequalities.

According to one participant:

We are migrant women in this country and we — I believe almost half of 

us here —have gone through … a bit of discrimination here and there, 

racism here and there and obviously it wouldn’t be an easy task changing 

that, but it would be great seeing us improving on that (Participant F, 

focus group 2). 

However, they also expressed a desire to be involved in issues affecting young people in 

Ireland generally. For example, when discussing her perceptions of the Irish education 

system, another participant noted that: 

[M]any [young] people feel like ‘I can’t get in [to college] anyways and I’m 

not going to strive for it.’ … Even the Irish kids themselves, they end up at 

a place of ‘I can just get a FETAC [course] and get a work’ and … it’s 

really not good, it limits the mind … So I would definitely change the 

educational system to such a way that it can accommodate everybody in 

their different ways to strive for a better education, a better future 

because at the end of the day it brings out a better country (Participant J, 

focus group 2). 

Some of the participants demonstrated significant potential for youth leadership. One 

young person recalled how: 

We were sitting in Stephen’s Green yesterday after [a] … conference 

talking about different issues and it was so empowering and so motivat-

ing … We talked about real issues that were happening and they got to a 

point of even coming up with solutions and making connections between 

different things (Participant I, focus group 2). 

The potential for leadership and an interest in issues facing young people among migrant 

young people was also evident during discussions at the youth leadership training deliv-

ered by the CCRYS intercultural youth project. The participants in this training were from 

a range of ethnic minority backgrounds. One of the CCRYS project workers noted:

LGBT stuff came out during the training mainly through the Muslim girls 

that wear the veil. They were actually really, really concerned that their 

LGBT peers wouldn't be supported. It was really Interesting. All of them 

mentioned LGBT as an issue that they felt really strongly about

 v. Racism and Exclusion 

A key issue to emerge from across the all interviews and focus groups was the degree to 

which racism had become a ‘normal’ feature of young people’s lives. The research also 

found that, while friendships with young ‘Irish’ people had been formed, young people 

also experienced exclusion among their peers. 

Participants discussed misrepresentations of and racist attitudes towards both Muslims 

and black Africans. These had a significant impact on the young people whose respons-

es ranged from frustration to a deep sense of hurt. Some participants were frustrated by 

ignorance, misinformation or generalisations about Africa. According to one young 

person: 

I’ve lived in Africa. It’s not just bushes and forests and everything. Things 

happen in Africa. Beautiful things. But then again the way the Irish people 

ask is from the perception that they’ve been given. ‘Oh it’s just poverty. 

The people there are just struggling.’ All this kind of stuff. And they 

wouldn’t really know our cultures and the way we act to certain things 

(Participant K, focus group 2).

Another young person who had migrated to Ireland as a young adult recalled a conversa-

tion she had had with her younger brother who was born in Ireland. 

When I came to this country, my little brother asked me a question … ‘Do 

you sleep on a bed in Africa?’ And I said ‘hold on little brother. Why do 

you ask this question?’ And he was like ‘because our teacher was talking 

to us about Africa and he was saying literally that in Africa most people 

live in the bush, they don’t sleep on beds, they don’t have telly … like 

they’re struggling in Africa.’ And I said to him ‘Baby, when you go to 

school tomorrow, you tell teacher Africans are humans. They have a bed, 

they have telly’ (Participant F, focus group 2)

The following quotation from one young person typified the view among the Muslim girls 

that they were constantly judged on the basis of crimes committed in the name of Islam:

 

Sometimes, in the news they judge a whole community based on 10 

people and … that’s why people mostly when they see Muslims they think 

… ‘these people don’t give education to girls, they’re just bad, they do 

bombs, and 9/11 and stuff.’ They don’t think about the other good stuff we 

do (Participant P, focus group 3). 

Similarly, her friend commented that:

If they said something in the news that’s bad about Muslims, it does not 

mean I’m one of them. Maybe I’ve got other thinking. Maybe … they’re 

thinking they want to kill people, I’m not like that ... Islam is all about 

peace and loving people (Participant M, focus group 3).

Experiences of racism emerged too in the accounts of the young African women. One 

participant described the emotional and exclusionary effects of racist discourses about 

black Africans: 

Because most people think you just came from Africa and then started 

taking things from us, benefits, job-wise and other stuff. So I feel like a 

gold-digger (Participant F, focus group 2). 

In a similar vein, another young person noted:

Even sometimes I’m scared to go into ... the social welfare offices 

because I see all these eyes around me. I can’t wait to finish college and 

get myself a job so I don’t have to go back in there. It’s so scary. You go 

in there and you feel like ’oh my days, they’re all looking at me.’ I feel like 

I shouldn’t be here (Participant K, focus group 2).

The wounding effects of online racism and its consequences for migrants’ participation 

and sense of belonging in Irish society were also mentioned by a number of research 

participants. For one young person:

I feel if I read stuff in the media, if someone writes an article about 

migrants or stuff like that, the kind of comments from people - literally 

when I read them I feel, well these are people, this is society, that’s what 

they’re saying about migrants in the country. And when you read them, 

they are really, really horrible. It feels like ‘I should just hide in my room. I 

shouldn’t come out’… They smile but just pretending, but not letting some-

one fully in. Because what they write in the media and stuff like that isn’t 

really good, isn’t positive about migrants (Participant K, focus group 2).

In addition to general racist attitudes, participants also noted instances of bullying or 

exclusion by their peers which they believed were related to their Muslim identity, though 

it is important to emphasise that some participants also spoke of their Irish classmates 

being their ‘bestos’ [best friends]. One of them recalled:

Like in my class on the first day, one of the girls she didn’t really like me 

because I was wearing a scarf but then even like when I was writing with 

a pencil, I asked her did she want to write with it, and she was like ‘no, I 

won’t touch that’. And I was like ‘ok that’s your decision. What are you 

going to write with?’ And then in the school years, we’re actually like best 

pals now, literally. She just like knows me now. She just thought I was bad 

or something (Participant P, focus group 3). 

Another participant said:

Well I get bullied because I’m Muslim and I still do … I told my teacher 

and then she apologised to me and then she’s really nice to me. But then 

these girls these days, they’re not that nice to me. I’m actually not really 

sure why they’re not nice to me maybe because of the colour of my skin 

or something. But they like everybody else in the class and they don’t like 

me mostly. When people have birthday parties, this girl she had a birth-

day party and she invited the whole class except me (Participant Q, focus 

group 3). 

A further manifestation of racism and exclusion highlighted in the research were the phys-

ical threats or racist encounters from strangers in public experienced by some of the 

young people. These encounters took a highly gendered form particularly as they related 

to stereotypes about black women’s sexuality. One young person recalled:

On the buses I’ve had experience where these guys are like ‘come marry 

me, I’ll give you a green card’ and all this … And older guys as well …on 

the streets sometimes. I don’t think they would say the same thing to a 

young Irish person … I look like a kid! I could have been any age, coming 

up to you and being like ‘Hey, do you want to sleep with me tonight?’, like 

propositioning you … I’ve had a friend who was asked if she’s a prostitute 

(Participant I, focus group 2). 

A fellow participant responded that this had happened to her also: 

I was just innocently standing at a bus stop and someone said ‘do you 

want to come with me?’ I said ‘where?’ ‘I will pay you good’. I mean I really 

felt like ‘what do you take me for? You really think I’m just standing here 

waiting for you to ask me if you will pay me well’ (Participant H, focus 

group 2). 

The threat to young people’s safety and bodily integrity as a consequence of racism was 

also named by the CCRYS project workers. This, it was felt, had implications for youth 

work: 

When we did the training with the young people ... the sense that I got 

was they really, really want to get involved in stuff but there's an issue of 

safety. Really they don't feel safe in a lot of the spaces that are offered for 

them. In terms of the youth services, geographically again, we're talking 

about youth projects that are in areas that are pretty difficult, so the 

services that can provide a service to these young people or that are 

equipped to do it are not in areas that actually are safe enough for these 

young people to access. 

According to her colleague:

If you unpack the issues that young women are coming up against, 

there's mad stuff all together. If you're talking about the young women in 

the [mosque] ... if you can get to a conversation of their experience of 

living in the area, or areas like it, lots of stuff is coming up around how safe 

they feel on the streets, around … racist incidents, getting their hijabs 

pulled off them, being spat at, all that kind of stuff. It's so normalised, it's 

mad, crazy, you know? And not having a space to process that and just 

that sense of 'that's just the way it is.’

The parent of a young Muslim girl noted that: 

There is a lot of Islamaphobia going around at the moment. I do fear 

where I send my kids. I have to have different nationalities in that group to 

feel that my kids are going to be safe. If it’s just an all-Irish place, I’m not 

comfortable … I’m not comfortable, because they will always come back 

and say ‘So-and-so said this. So-and-so said that’ … I mean I’m not 

saying I want every single box to be ticked, even if it was just [a] multi-cul-

tural [group], I would be quite happy. 

Her responses also highlighted how her daughter’s agency and ‘voice’ were constrained 

by macro social policy concerning Muslims beyond Ireland, in this case the so-called 

‘Preventing Violent Extremism’   agenda in the UK. She explained that she liked to give her 

daughter the tools to respond to misrepresentations of Islam by teachers or peers. Howev-

er, she also cautioned her daughter to ‘be careful what you say [at school]’: 

Because she’s very voiceful. She gives her opinion. I’m also fearful at the 

moment of what’s happening in the UK. The government is asking 

schools to keep an eye on students to see who is extremist, and they 

should be reported and everything. I say to her ‘you have to be careful’. I 

don’t know what the agenda is here.

Finally, young people’s strategies for coping with racism or exclusion were mentioned. 

Both CCRYS workers noted that humour was one way in which young people managed 

their experiences of racism. For instance, young Muslims might humorously take on a 

stereotype as a means of satirising and coping with the association between Islam and 

terrorism:

I see [this use of humour by] young people in lots of different ways. It’s 

putting [the stereotype] out there and [saying] ‘I’ll get there before you do, 

you know?’ ‘This is who I am. And I know what you think. And [I] can laugh 

at it.’

It was further suggested that young people might ‘self-exclude’ from mainstream youth 

work or other related ‘white’ spaces in search of better ways of processing their experienc-

es. According to one young person: 

When you see [how] … the media [represent us] … [and]  all the experi-

ences that we’ve had, and you think about going to a predominantly white 

youth centre … with all that baggage, it’s kind of almost easier not to and 

to maybe self-organise … Because all of these things have an effect on 

you. So maybe you think forming a group that’s not [already] there, that’s 

with people who have shared experiences would be easier and more 

helpful (Participant I, focus group 2). 

4.2 The Role of Youth Work
In this section, we consider in turn the implications for youth work of each of the themes 

addressed in the preceding section with reference to relevant literature. We then discuss 

research findings which related specifically to youth work, highlighting its potential but 

also the ongoing challenges which remain with regard to the participation of young people 

from ethnic minority groups.  

i. Migration, Identity and Belonging

Our findings indicate that youth workers working with young people from ethnic minority 

groups may need to be aware of how issues pertaining to their personal and social identity 

affect their sense of belonging and wellbeing. The potential role of youth work in this 

regard was summed up by one of the CCRYS project workers: 

We have a whole generation of young people who are trying to negotiate 

what it feels to be both Muslim and Irish, both black and Irish and I see 

them struggling with this stuff. So that's one side of it. But I also see them 

have all the other stuff that happens to young people – having to deal with 

relationships and broken hearts and having trouble with school and 

clashing with their friends and stuff on the internet and getting into 

trouble. So you have all that … stuff of being a teenager … and then they 

have this extra layer of stuff … For me that's where youth work comes in. 

[It] makes space for young people to make sense of their own social 

reality and help them negotiate this. 

The findings also suggest that youth workers must walk a fine line between offering 

support where necessary while avoiding a situation where young people may feel inap-

propriately singled out (see also ní Laoire, et al, 2011). This work must take place in 

spaces where young people feel safe. Some of the findings - for instance, the comment 

by participant I above -indicate that this may need to happen in identity-specific groups 

or in groups comprising young people with shared exposure to or experience of the 

issue(s) in question. This is in keeping with commonly-held youth work values and 

approaches which are concerned with developing flexible responses to the particular 

needs of young people as they arise. 

ii. Parental and Community Regulation

While all young people face constraints on their personal autonomy, our research found 

evidence that young people from ethnic minorities may be subjected to greater parental 

regulation and community expectation than their ‘Irish’ peers. This suggests that youth 

work may have a role in providing a space for young people to process the sometimes 

conflicting expectations which they may face. It also raises challenges for how the princi-

ple of self-determination — that is ‘the non-directive enabling of young people to make 

decisions and choices in their lives’ (Imam and Bowler, 2010: 144)  — has traditionally 

been understood within youth work practice. For example, some parental involvement in 

activity choices may have to be countenanced in order to facilitate inclusion. 

This theme underscores the advice of previous strategies and guides for intercultural 

youth work (Lynam, 2009; NYCI/Youthnet, 2012) which emphasised that youth workers 

may need to purposively and patiently spend time building up the trust and buy-in of 

parents, guardians and community leaders. It also suggests that youth workers may need 

to be aware of the greater restrictions placed on some young migrants’ free time when 

planning the timing and location of activities.  

iii. Religious Beliefs and Observance

The centrality of religious faith in many young people’s lives carries with it a number of 

implications for youth work. Firstly, it suggests that practitioners need to increase their 

religious literacy. Indeed, there is some evidence of nascent efforts by youth workers to 

achieve this. One youth worker interviewed for the research noted that workers in her 

project who were working with Muslim children and parents in their homework club were 

‘trying to educate themselves [about different religions], so they’ve gotten books that are 

child-friendly around religion.’ 

With regard to young people’s location at the interface between conflicting value systems, 

the findings imply that youth workers may have a role to play in supporting young people 

to discuss and debate different worldviews in a safe and respectful environment. There 

may also be a role for youth work in supporting young people to discuss complex issues 

surrounding individual sexuality which may not be addressed at home. For instance, 

according to one of the migrant community leaders: 

A lot of what is going there are issues … to do with sexuality, and sexual 

identity that you’d find within the African community it’s a no-go area. 

People assume there are no gay people or … whatever … You cannot 

lead them … but you need to create space where the conversations can 

be had (Participant A, focus group 1).

Changes to youth work practice may also be required in order to accommodate the religi-

osity within many ethnic minority families. For example, our research found evidence of 

how one youth project within the Canal Communities area managed, after some difficul-

ties, to accommodate the needs of the Muslim children in relation to Halal food. 

With regard to young Muslim women specifically, the research indicates that youth work-

ers must find ways of accommodating the parental regulation which they may face, while 

avoiding stereotypes of young Muslim women as passive or without a voice (see McGarry, 

2012). It is also important not to create the impression that religious observance should or 

could inevitably exclude them from youth work. Up to 18 young girls from one Dublin 

mosque engaged with the CCRYS intercultural youth project during its lifetime. For two or 

three of these young people, their participation was confined to activities within the 

mosque. For most of the others, their participation was permitted in youth activities outside 

the mosque where relationships of trust had been established with those carrying them 

out and if one of the Muslim volunteers was also present. One of the CCRYS intercultural 

youth project workers expressed the view that with more time, they could have deepened 

the relationship of trust with Muslim parents and religious leaders to a point where more 

young women could access activities without the involvement of parents or adult mem-

bers of the Muslim community. This also underlines the importance of involving workers 

and volunteers from ethnic minority communities in youth work. 

In order to widen the participation of young Muslim women in youth work, however, the 

provision of youth work to gender-specific groups will have to be considered (see also 

McGarry, 2012; for an opposing perspective, see Cressey, 2006). Failure to offer a dedi-

cated space to young Muslim women will result in their exclusion. There is considerable 

precedent for gender-specific groups within youth work. These have been undertaken 

with members of the Traveller Community and in relation to matters such as sexual health 

(NYCI, 2012). Gender-specific youth work has long been regarded as a means of 

addressing the specific needs of young women and of mitigating young women’s margin-

alisation within youth work spaces (Hanbury, Lee and Batsleer, 2010). 

Finally, in highlighting this theme, we also suggest that, as practitioners, we avoid a binary 

understanding of the differences between Muslim and non-Muslim/Christian and 

non-Christian value systems and remember that religious and cultural communities are 

complex, heterogeneous and dynamic. As we have seen, differing interpretations of 

religious doctrine and cultural practices — such as the prohibition on ‘free-mixing’ (mixed 

activities between male and female) or attitudes to young women’s sporting activities 

—are evident among adherents of the same faith.

iv. Leadership and Civic/Political Participation

Many of our findings challenge stereotypes of young migrants as passively ‘in need’ of 

integration (see ní Laoire et al, 2011). This is particularly in evidence in the findings relat-

ing to young people’s leadership and desire to activate social change. While we cannot 

make any claims as to the typicality of these young people’s perspectives, such findings 

appear highly relevant to youth work given its central concern with enabling young 

people’s voice. Furthermore, it is significant that the young African women had self-organ-

ised as a group, with the support of the migrant women’s organisation and of CCRYS itself. 

This indicates a possible role for youth workers and other trusted allies in enabling young 

migrants’ self-organisation where such a need exists.  

v. Racism and Exclusion

Our research confirms the findings of previous research in relation to the prevalence of 

racism in young migrants’ lives (see also Gilligan et al, 2010; ní Laoire, 2011; Szlovák and 

Szewczyk, 2015). This theme has a number of important consequences for youth work.

 

Firstly, a meaningful youth work relationship may help young people to process their expe-

riences of racism, experiences which are multi-faceted and gendered. Secondly, critical, 

open, non-judgemental conversations of the type advocated by Thomas and Henri (2011) 

are crucial to supporting young people to address their racist views. Youth work’s capaci-

ty for creative, flexible approaches is relevant in this regard.  For example, one youth 

worker described her project’s use of ‘Theatre of the Oppressed’ methodology with young 

people as a means of initiating what Thomas (2002: 60) calls ‘conversations with a 

purpose’ in relation to matters of social injustice. Nonetheless, deeply held racist attitudes 

among some of the young people attending some youth services are clearly a problem to 

which there is no easy solution. Thomas and Henri (2011) who have worked with young 

white people within communities characterised by deep racial divisions in northern 

England have suggested that opportunities for cross-community interaction on a planned 

and sustained basis can make a difference here. Where young people cannot attend 

youth services due to fears of racism and personal safety or who ‘self-exclude’ in the 

manner described by some of our young participants, there is an imperative that alterna-

tive spaces for flexible, youth-centred support are identified and resourced. All these 

steps may depend on youth organisations building greater fluency around racism and 

diversity issues.

 vi. Barriers to Accessing Youth Work

In addition to the findings set out above, the research identified a number of barriers to the 

participation in youth work by young people from ethnic minorities. These relate to how 

youth work is often structured and resourced. 

Firstly, constraints associated with the geographical boundaries of youth organisation’s 

catchment areas were noted. It was suggested by the CCRYS intercultural youth project 

workers that many young people from ethnic minorities are congregating in spaces, such 

as their mosque, which are outside the areas in which they live. This means that they are 

less likely to access youth work services in the areas where they reside.  

Secondly and relatedly, the sort of outreach which is traditionally undertaken by youth 

services, for instance, through street work or in social housing estates, does not enable 

contact with young people who are congregating in different sorts of spaces, such as 

mosques. This can render them invisible to youth services.  

Thirdly, although we have mentioned matters of ethnic identity, the question of social class 

is also relevant to our study. Youth work in some areas has been built up over many years 

to respond to the needs of young people deemed ‘at risk’ due to their specific experiences 

of class-based exclusion and inequality.   Such youth services may use models of practice 

which are focused on the issues facing young people ‘at risk’ of involvement in addiction 

or crime. It was suggested that these issues may not be as relevant to many young people 

from ethnic minority communities. According to one youth worker for instance:  

Young people come here when their needs are not being met. Their risk 

level is very different. Drug use is quite serious here and young people 

quite young are getting involved in running and taking drugs, particularly 

smoking grass and I mean from 9, 10 years of age, very young. I don’t see 

Muslim children getting involved in that kind of activity. 

Finally, a shortage of resources placed significant pressure on youth organisations and 

undermined their capacity to keep the issue of intercultural youth work consistently on 

their agenda. According to one youth worker, for example:

We are down to the wire here and I’m really not just moaning saying that, 

we genuinely are. There’s a lot of stuff we’ve had to just drop because we 

just can’t manage it. And I’m really trying to be careful that people don’t 

do over their hours. Because you can get burned out very easily. 

Her colleague in another youth project expressed the view that

When things get very busy we revert to type. We go back to ... what we 

are supposed to do – all about those [young people] most at risk that 

present in that chaotic way … so it can be very easy to put [efforts to 

include ethnic minority young people] by the wayside … because there is 

so much [else to do] … You have to have that passion within you, you 

have to have that want within you [to do additional work to reach ethnic 

minority young people]. It’s not as if you’re going to have nothing [else] to 

do. So someone has to come and say – and from up high, our funders – 

that this is an issue, this is something that we want you to look at.

One of the CCRYS project workers expressed the view that:  

Youth projects, from what I can see, that engage with more diverse young 

people - in the sense of class - seem to find it easier to attract young 

people from ethnic minority communities … I think it might be linked to 

resources. Projects that are stripped to the bare bones [often] concen-

trate on firefighting with the most ‘at risk’ young people and this can 

create youth work spaces that are inaccessible or tough for minority 

ethnic young people. 

vii. The Potential of Youth Work 

Although we have highlighted barriers within youth work, our research also illuminated its 

relevance and the potential it offers for including young people from ethnic minority 

groups and for addressing some of their needs. Firstly, despite the constraints they faced, 

there was evidence of a ‘buy-in’ from youth services to the principle of inclusive youth 

work. According to one youth worker for example:

I was a very loud voice in team meetings that we don’t need to change 

any strategy [to include more young people from ethnic minorities], that 

young people are young people and the door is always open, it’s all about 

voluntary participation. If they want to come, we’ll sort it out then and 

integrate. I still have part of those views. But with [CCRYS intercultural 

youth project worker] arriving and some of the conversations with her … 

it just let me know that it’s just not that simple. In a way that was a bit of a 

cop-out … you have to make that effort. You have to make it appealing in 

some way, shape or form.

One of the youth projects in the area had succeeded in including young people from a 

range of ethnic minority backgrounds in mainstream youth work activities. Another project 

had not succeeded in attracting many teenagers from ethnic minority communities but it 

had a significant numbers of Muslim children in its homework club. She recalled:

[We] would always encourage in the homework clubs that parents would 

go along to trips and different things. So the Muslim women just took it up 

really quickly. I’ve often seen them bringing in food and everything to the 

homework clubs. Particularly in the summer project they were making 

sweets that they make and the kids were all loving them. And it was 

getting to a point last summer where the kids were putting orders in, 

saying ‘will you bring sweets to this trip?’ And it was all really nice. And it 

was a really nice way to integrate the kids in and the parents in, and I 

suppose to try and tackle the whole racism issue, but in a normal way. 

 

Secondly, youth work’s flexibility and its capacity to engage young people and foster 

cross-community interaction in creative ways also emerged. A youth worker recalled a 

project organised in collaboration with the CCRYS intercultural youth project:

The graffiti around Fatima… was a project that we did with two artists 

[who] came over from England. One was Muslim and one was 

English-Irish so we did graffiti on the pitch around there. It was basically 

of the flats and a butterfly emerging [to symbolise] the whole regeneration 

[process] because the Muslim symbols are very similar to the old Celtic 

symbols so that was put onto it as well. So that and the fact that one of the 

artists was Muslim, the young people were asking a lot of questions about 

stuff that they’re just curious about, that they don’t understand. And we 

[youth workers] were as well because there’s loads I obviously don’t know 

… And the young people, because they were able to talk to him and he 

was a graffiti artist, so he was cool and they were asking him loads of 

questions and he was very honest … So that was really good. 

Thirdly, youth work offers a means where young people can simply be ‘young’ without the 

label of ‘migrant’. For instance, one young person recalled her participation in Foróige’s 

‘Big Brother, Big Sister’ mentoring programme:

I loved [it] because there wasn’t really anything about me being from a 

migrant background. It was about me being a role model for another 

young person growing up in my school and stuff like that (Participant G, 

focus group 2).
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In what follows, we outline our findings with regard to our previously stated research aims. 

Our first section below, ‘Issues Experienced by Young People from Ethnic Minorities’, 
identifies five significant, intertwined themes. These are, firstly, the challenges young 

people face in navigating the multiple and sometimes conflicting forces which shape their 

sense of personal and social identity and which inform their sense of belonging; secondly, 

the impact on young people of parental and community expectations; thirdly, the signifi-

cance of religious observance and religious influences in young people’s lives; fourthly, 

opportunities for leadership and civic or political participation and fifthly, the ongoing 

reality of racism in young people’s lives.

 

The next section, ‘the Role of Youth Work’, considers the implications for youth work of 

these themes and provides an account of our findings with regard to youth work and the 

inclusion of young people from ethnic minorities. The subsequent section, ‘CCRYS Inter-
cultural Youth Project: What Lessons Can We Learn?’, focuses specifically on the 

experiences of the intercultural youth project within CCRYS. We analyse some of the key 

successes, challenges and complexities which the project and its partner organisations 

encountered during its lifetime and consider the implications of these for youth work. 

Our final section provides some brief conclusions to the study and offers recommenda-

tions for furthering youth work with young migrants based on the results of our study. 

4.1 Issues Experienced by Young People 
from Ethnic Minorities 
i.        Migration, Identity and Belonging 
Our research suggested that young people, particularly those who were born in Ireland or 

who arrived here as children, feel an affinity with more than one national or cultural identi-

ty. For instance, in their responses to a question on this matter on the questionnaire 

distributed prior to the focus groups, some of the young people described themselves in 

hyphenated terms such as ‘Irish-Congolese’, ‘Cameroonian-Irish’ or ‘Palestinian-Irish’. 

The research also indicated, however, that young people can face difficulties in navigat-

ing and expressing the different aspects of their ethnic and cultural identities. These 

difficulties manifested in a number of areas. Firstly, it was apparent that many young 

people do not identify with their ‘country of origin’ as strongly as their parents or older 

siblings. In a quotation which underscores the child-specific nature of the migration expe-

rience, one migrant community leader suggested that:

 

[Many] parents don’t seem to understand what migration is for their kids. 

Like for me, I can always say ‘I can go back to Zimbabwe’. But for [the 

young people], Zimbabwe … [is] not necessarily home. [In] Ireland … 

people meet them and say ‘go back to Africa’. But that’s not a reality for 

them. So because of colour of skin or even because of religion there’s an 

expectation that when you say ‘home’ you mean somewhere outside of 

Ireland or off the continent of Europe. And because parents have 

options [to go to another place they call ‘home’], they don’t seem to 

realise that their kids don’t have that option and nobody is talking about 

[this] (Participant A, focus group 1). 

The complex socialisation and sense of identity of second and ‘1.5’ generation young 

people meant that they sometimes have to negotiate differing expectations. A CCRYS 

project worker described the sorts of issues which she had discussed with young 

people: 

   

They were saying that … a lot of their parents want them to keep their 

culture but a lot of parents want them to assimilate and they will push 

them to do stuff. The young people keep saying that they [are] being 

pushed everywhere and in all directions and by everybody … A huge 

amount of pressure … And … [their] sense of Irishness, it seems really 

complex, really difficult, more so because there is no space given to 

them for support with it and no one is giving them that support

Secondly, young people recalled difficulties in ‘escaping’ particular labels or responses 

which made them feel ‘different’ at a time when they wished to blend in with their peers. 

According to one young person: 

I’ve been involved in mainstream youth work … when I was younger ... 

They had certain things that I was really interested in like a youth forum 

and a choir. So I felt listened to … But I think youth work sometimes is 

very constrained and for people maybe from a migrant background it 

might be harder. Because at this age when you’re young you’re trying to 

navigate your identity and when you go into a youth club — that’s your 

identity. You’re black. You’re from a migrant background. And it’s some-

thing that’s stamped on you and I think people might shy away from that 

a little bit. I went through that as well. Because first of all I have interests 

but when you go there they’re like ‘oh where are you from?’ All these ques-

tions and you’re not really sure where you stand as well in your identity as 

yourself (Participant I, focus group 2). 

Relatedly, although some participants felt that culturally-related events to promote interac-

tion among young people were of value, the efficacy of once-off ‘intercultural’ days based 

on superficial markers of culture was questioned. One migrant community leader noted:

 

We were talking … to some kids, they were saying that some schools do 

… cultural days … and they say ‘you bring whatever from your country’, 

and they [the young people] were saying they don’t like it because it 

means they are on the platform, they are being showcased ... this is the 

show and everyone has to pay attention to them (Participant A, focus 

group 1). 

Finally, despite the desire to minimise their ethnic or cultural differences, paradoxically 

perhaps, the need for young people to find a ‘voice’ and a space with other young people 

to discuss and process those very factors which render them different was identified. 

Another migrant leader noted that:

I was born in [North Africa] and I grew up in [Europe] and … the pressure 

you are talking about, the parents, the community … Like each individual 

experiences it in a different way and they have a different way to go 

through it and manage it. But … there’s a conflict around them [young 

people] and a conflict in them. So I know how they feel and I know when 

they are given a voice, they can get to the next step (Participant C, focus 

group 1).

One of the young participants described some of the reasons for her participation in a 

self-organised young women’s group: 

If you ask many of us now compared to our parents’ mindset it’s going to 

be totally changing [different] from their mindsets so [participating in this 

group], it’s this thing of ‘we have a common ground’. Because here we 

are caught in two positions – we’ve come to this new society where they 

have their own way of going; our parents have their own way of going at 

home. Where does the balance step in? Do I have people who under-

stand that balance in my head? (Participant G, focus group 2). 

ii. Parental and Community Regulation

A second, interrelated topic to emerge from the data was the impact on young people of 

intergenerational differences with regard to matters such as appropriate behaviour or 

cultural norms. Young people often had to deal with differences between the expectations 

of their parents or communities and those of their peers and the wider ‘Irish’ community. 

For instance, culturally specific understandings of young people’s personal autonomy 

were apparent. During discussions with the young African women, the matter of parental 

discipline was discussed. One participant argued that:

 

Our parents have a different mindset. … Because if I want to … maybe … 

blend in with the real [sic] kids who grew up here, their parents let them 

go out at 14 until 10pm, at 15 until 11pm, all the parties. And my parents 

are like ‘you better be home at 7’ (Participant J, focus group 2). 

She added that: 

I know African people have many different cultures, but I think one thing 

that we have in common is our parents – there’s some kind of discipline 

that runs around Africa. I don’t know how, why, but it’s present in nearly 

every country

There was a gendered dimension to the theme of young people’s autonomy, though 

young women’s sense of agency also emerged strongly from the data. Another partici-

pant suggested that: 

Even in our own families how we’re treated because we’re girls to our 

brothers is totally different, and how sometimes -  I’m talking from my own 

experience here – as if I had an older brother, he probably would have 

been allowed out and about and been involved in a lot of things more than 

I would I feel. Unfortunately my parents are unlucky they got a girl that is 

kind of like a boy – so I didn’t really need that permission, I just went for it 

(Participant G, focus group 2). 

While limitations on young people’s autonomy appears to stem from particular cultural 

and religious attitudes towards matters such as gender, parenting and childhood, they 

are also partly attributable to parental fears for their children’s safety in a context of signifi-

cant levels of societal racism – a theme we address in more detail below. For example, the 

parent whom we interviewed noted that: 

[My daughter] has said to me ‘Mum, I want to go in a protest’. I’m saying 

‘no you’re not going’. Because in the protest things can go wrong and 

you’ve put yourself in danger. So you have to protect yourself. There is 

other ways of protesting — whether it’s writing or voicing — but don’t go 

there and be screaming and shouting. People have different kinds of 

banners on them … So you have to choose carefully in what you partici-

pate in and don’t participate in. We are still a minority here and it’s very 

easy for people to attack us. So I am very, very cautious.

She recalled the responses of some of her daughter’s friends upon hearing that she was 

allowed to travel alone on the bus:

 

[My daughter] was talking to some of the Muslim girls, and they were like 

'Your parents let you get the bus? Aren't you scared? They let you? That's 

so dangerous!' But this is what they have been told.  It's unsafe for you to 

be outside.

It was also noted that young women can face pressures from their wider communities with 

regard to expectations of appropriate behaviour. In reference to the young Muslim women 

she worked with, one of the CCRYS project workers noted that:

[Many people in their community have] an opinion about them and are 

very vocal about it. They have women who aren’t related to them but are 

‘aunties’ telling them that they shouldn’t have Facebook [etc.] … and 

others are saying ‘no it’s fine’.

A group of young Muslim women became enthusiastic members of a football club for girls. 

While their participation was supported by their parents, it was also met with some nega-

tive responses from other community members. According to the same project worker:

 

Stuff … comes up for the girls [who are] playing soccer in the hijab … 

There is a bit of a backlash from some people in the community saying 

'this isn't for Muslims'. So they're pushing in a particular direction. But 

there's a huge amount of pressure put on them which says, 'Ok, if you 

want to play football, you have to be a perfect Muslim. You don't give them 

[some members of the community] anything that they can throw at you'. 

So they're carrying this responsibility. They're pushing forward and they're 

groundbreakers. But they're not allowed to make mistakes like other 

young people do as the … community is watching them. 

 

While parental and community regulation can constrain the activities of some young 

Muslims, there is also clear evidence of a diversity of perspectives among migrant 

parents and leaders. While careful not to expose their children to harm, the parent and 

leader whom we interviewed both acted as positive role models for the young women in 

their care and were anxious that they had as many opportunities for social interaction and 

personal development as possible. As the parent explained with regard to youth work:

It … empower[s] the girls with tools that they could actually bring to their 

future life … [My daughter] understands more about youth work and 

participating and voicing and how … to do a campaign ... This is some-

thing that was alien to me and it was alien to her as well. When she came 

last night [from the CCRYS leadership training] she said ‘that was really 

intense. I don’t know if I took anything in.’ But she did, you know? From 

talking to her, she had [taken it in] … And this is something I would like 

my daughter or my children to carry on with. 

iii.  Religious Beliefs and Observance 

Religious faith and practice were central features in the lives of many of the young partici-

pants in this study. Three key findings were noted with regard to this. Firstly, religion is a 

key source of support and strength in their lives. The following comment from one young 

person exemplified this view:

Church … again comes down to this idea of community. You are sharing 

something in common, you’re supporting each other’s faith as well and 

also I think the support does not just come from the people but from your 

belief itself. Because I believe in God and I get my strength from knowing 

that he is going to help me (Participant G, focus group 2). 

Secondly, the research found that young people are often located at the intersection of 

different value systems and that their religious backgrounds played a key role in this. It 

was suggested that negotiating these different value systems created tensions and pres-

sures in the young people’s lives. For example, the focus group with community and 

religious leaders occurred shortly after the 2015 Marriage Equality referendum in Ireland. 

It was pointed out by the participants that many people in their communities that were 

affiliated with African Pentecostal Churches were opposed to civil marriage for gay and 

lesbian people. The Methodist minister, for instance, noted that those among the second 

generation that supported a ‘no’ vote were reproached by their peers while those that 

advocated a ‘yes’ faced recrimination from their family or community. He added:

The school [is] educating the child for 20 hours a week. But any good 

African Pentecostal Church, you’re going to have a very high level of 

involvement with it. So there’s this double value formation … [At] my 

school, all the kids did a ‘vote yes’ thing and then in the evening you go to 

a prayer meeting, and it’s ‘vote no’. And it’s the … youth that are … having 

to negotiate [that] (Participant D, focus group 1) 

One of the CCRYS project workers noted the ‘conflictual messages’ which the young 

people were receiving: 

I remember that came out from [one young person during the leadership 

training we did] when she was talking about one of the challenges … 

about becoming an activist and getting projects off the ground. She 

named religious conservatism. But she constantly talks about different 

issues, about LGBT rights and I thought 'this is mad.' She’s probably hear-

ing all of these things [LGBT rights etc.] in school … and then she's prob-

ably hearing other things in other spaces. 

A third finding to emerge in relation to religious observance was its implications for partici-

pation in youth work. One of our focus group participants had established a girls’ group 

within her mosque. However, some other community members were fearful of her efforts 

to introduce structured youth activities. Their objections appeared to centre on a fear that 

involvement in youth activities might dilute or detract from the young people’s understand-

ing and practice of Islam. According to a parent of one of the girls:

[The young people] all want activities, they all want activities. But [some 

of] the older women – the mothers maybe - have objections. It’s a conflict 

of culture … between generations … [The young people are] going to 

non-Muslim schools. You know your environment influences you. And 

they’re still young as well you have to remember. They’re not fully under-

standing Islam … The older generations understand Islam better. And 

there’s kind of a conflict there. 

She mentioned that anyone working with Muslim youth would need to be very aware of ‘the 

needs of the Muslim child’, including, for instance, the prohibition of ‘free-mixing’, that is, 

socialising between young men and women. She further noted that the presence of youth 

workers from the Muslim religion would be of great benefit in allaying parental and com-

munity fears.

iv.  Leadership and Civic/Political Participation 

The research found that some of the young women wished to be involved in issue-based 

work. This was particularly apparent among the young African women who were already 

affiliated with a migrant women’s rights organisation. As one of them said, ‘we’re literally 

dying of ideas to improve our community or improve the nation.’ The young women’s 

responses reflected their concern with migrant-specific inequalities.

According to one participant:

We are migrant women in this country and we — I believe almost half of 

us here —have gone through … a bit of discrimination here and there, 

racism here and there and obviously it wouldn’t be an easy task changing 

that, but it would be great seeing us improving on that (Participant F, 

focus group 2). 

However, they also expressed a desire to be involved in issues affecting young people in 

Ireland generally. For example, when discussing her perceptions of the Irish education 

system, another participant noted that: 

[M]any [young] people feel like ‘I can’t get in [to college] anyways and I’m 

not going to strive for it.’ … Even the Irish kids themselves, they end up at 

a place of ‘I can just get a FETAC [course] and get a work’ and … it’s 

really not good, it limits the mind … So I would definitely change the 

educational system to such a way that it can accommodate everybody in 

their different ways to strive for a better education, a better future 

because at the end of the day it brings out a better country (Participant J, 

focus group 2). 

Some of the participants demonstrated significant potential for youth leadership. One 

young person recalled how: 

We were sitting in Stephen’s Green yesterday after [a] … conference 

talking about different issues and it was so empowering and so motivat-

ing … We talked about real issues that were happening and they got to a 

point of even coming up with solutions and making connections between 

different things (Participant I, focus group 2). 

The potential for leadership and an interest in issues facing young people among migrant 

young people was also evident during discussions at the youth leadership training deliv-

ered by the CCRYS intercultural youth project. The participants in this training were from 

a range of ethnic minority backgrounds. One of the CCRYS project workers noted:

LGBT stuff came out during the training mainly through the Muslim girls 

that wear the veil. They were actually really, really concerned that their 

LGBT peers wouldn't be supported. It was really Interesting. All of them 

mentioned LGBT as an issue that they felt really strongly about

 v. Racism and Exclusion 

A key issue to emerge from across the all interviews and focus groups was the degree to 

which racism had become a ‘normal’ feature of young people’s lives. The research also 

found that, while friendships with young ‘Irish’ people had been formed, young people 

also experienced exclusion among their peers. 

Participants discussed misrepresentations of and racist attitudes towards both Muslims 

and black Africans. These had a significant impact on the young people whose respons-

es ranged from frustration to a deep sense of hurt. Some participants were frustrated by 

ignorance, misinformation or generalisations about Africa. According to one young 

person: 

I’ve lived in Africa. It’s not just bushes and forests and everything. Things 

happen in Africa. Beautiful things. But then again the way the Irish people 

ask is from the perception that they’ve been given. ‘Oh it’s just poverty. 

The people there are just struggling.’ All this kind of stuff. And they 

wouldn’t really know our cultures and the way we act to certain things 

(Participant K, focus group 2).

Another young person who had migrated to Ireland as a young adult recalled a conversa-

tion she had had with her younger brother who was born in Ireland. 

When I came to this country, my little brother asked me a question … ‘Do 

you sleep on a bed in Africa?’ And I said ‘hold on little brother. Why do 

you ask this question?’ And he was like ‘because our teacher was talking 

to us about Africa and he was saying literally that in Africa most people 

live in the bush, they don’t sleep on beds, they don’t have telly … like 

they’re struggling in Africa.’ And I said to him ‘Baby, when you go to 

school tomorrow, you tell teacher Africans are humans. They have a bed, 

they have telly’ (Participant F, focus group 2)

The following quotation from one young person typified the view among the Muslim girls 

that they were constantly judged on the basis of crimes committed in the name of Islam:

 

Sometimes, in the news they judge a whole community based on 10 

people and … that’s why people mostly when they see Muslims they think 

… ‘these people don’t give education to girls, they’re just bad, they do 

bombs, and 9/11 and stuff.’ They don’t think about the other good stuff we 

do (Participant P, focus group 3). 

Similarly, her friend commented that:

If they said something in the news that’s bad about Muslims, it does not 

mean I’m one of them. Maybe I’ve got other thinking. Maybe … they’re 

thinking they want to kill people, I’m not like that ... Islam is all about 

peace and loving people (Participant M, focus group 3).

Experiences of racism emerged too in the accounts of the young African women. One 

participant described the emotional and exclusionary effects of racist discourses about 

black Africans: 

Because most people think you just came from Africa and then started 

taking things from us, benefits, job-wise and other stuff. So I feel like a 

gold-digger (Participant F, focus group 2). 

In a similar vein, another young person noted:

Even sometimes I’m scared to go into ... the social welfare offices 

because I see all these eyes around me. I can’t wait to finish college and 

get myself a job so I don’t have to go back in there. It’s so scary. You go 

in there and you feel like ’oh my days, they’re all looking at me.’ I feel like 

I shouldn’t be here (Participant K, focus group 2).

The wounding effects of online racism and its consequences for migrants’ participation 

and sense of belonging in Irish society were also mentioned by a number of research 

participants. For one young person:

I feel if I read stuff in the media, if someone writes an article about 

migrants or stuff like that, the kind of comments from people - literally 

when I read them I feel, well these are people, this is society, that’s what 

they’re saying about migrants in the country. And when you read them, 

they are really, really horrible. It feels like ‘I should just hide in my room. I 

shouldn’t come out’… They smile but just pretending, but not letting some-

one fully in. Because what they write in the media and stuff like that isn’t 

really good, isn’t positive about migrants (Participant K, focus group 2).

In addition to general racist attitudes, participants also noted instances of bullying or 

exclusion by their peers which they believed were related to their Muslim identity, though 

it is important to emphasise that some participants also spoke of their Irish classmates 

being their ‘bestos’ [best friends]. One of them recalled:

Like in my class on the first day, one of the girls she didn’t really like me 

because I was wearing a scarf but then even like when I was writing with 

a pencil, I asked her did she want to write with it, and she was like ‘no, I 

won’t touch that’. And I was like ‘ok that’s your decision. What are you 

going to write with?’ And then in the school years, we’re actually like best 

pals now, literally. She just like knows me now. She just thought I was bad 

or something (Participant P, focus group 3). 

Another participant said:

Well I get bullied because I’m Muslim and I still do … I told my teacher 

and then she apologised to me and then she’s really nice to me. But then 

these girls these days, they’re not that nice to me. I’m actually not really 

sure why they’re not nice to me maybe because of the colour of my skin 

or something. But they like everybody else in the class and they don’t like 

me mostly. When people have birthday parties, this girl she had a birth-

day party and she invited the whole class except me (Participant Q, focus 

group 3). 

A further manifestation of racism and exclusion highlighted in the research were the phys-

ical threats or racist encounters from strangers in public experienced by some of the 

young people. These encounters took a highly gendered form particularly as they related 

to stereotypes about black women’s sexuality. One young person recalled:

On the buses I’ve had experience where these guys are like ‘come marry 

me, I’ll give you a green card’ and all this … And older guys as well …on 

the streets sometimes. I don’t think they would say the same thing to a 

young Irish person … I look like a kid! I could have been any age, coming 

up to you and being like ‘Hey, do you want to sleep with me tonight?’, like 

propositioning you … I’ve had a friend who was asked if she’s a prostitute 

(Participant I, focus group 2). 

A fellow participant responded that this had happened to her also: 

I was just innocently standing at a bus stop and someone said ‘do you 

want to come with me?’ I said ‘where?’ ‘I will pay you good’. I mean I really 

felt like ‘what do you take me for? You really think I’m just standing here 

waiting for you to ask me if you will pay me well’ (Participant H, focus 

group 2). 

The threat to young people’s safety and bodily integrity as a consequence of racism was 

also named by the CCRYS project workers. This, it was felt, had implications for youth 

work: 

When we did the training with the young people ... the sense that I got 

was they really, really want to get involved in stuff but there's an issue of 

safety. Really they don't feel safe in a lot of the spaces that are offered for 

them. In terms of the youth services, geographically again, we're talking 

about youth projects that are in areas that are pretty difficult, so the 

services that can provide a service to these young people or that are 

equipped to do it are not in areas that actually are safe enough for these 

young people to access. 

According to her colleague:

If you unpack the issues that young women are coming up against, 

there's mad stuff all together. If you're talking about the young women in 

the [mosque] ... if you can get to a conversation of their experience of 

living in the area, or areas like it, lots of stuff is coming up around how safe 

they feel on the streets, around … racist incidents, getting their hijabs 

pulled off them, being spat at, all that kind of stuff. It's so normalised, it's 

mad, crazy, you know? And not having a space to process that and just 

that sense of 'that's just the way it is.’

The parent of a young Muslim girl noted that: 

There is a lot of Islamaphobia going around at the moment. I do fear 

where I send my kids. I have to have different nationalities in that group to 

feel that my kids are going to be safe. If it’s just an all-Irish place, I’m not 

comfortable … I’m not comfortable, because they will always come back 

and say ‘So-and-so said this. So-and-so said that’ … I mean I’m not 

saying I want every single box to be ticked, even if it was just [a] multi-cul-

tural [group], I would be quite happy. 

Her responses also highlighted how her daughter’s agency and ‘voice’ were constrained 

by macro social policy concerning Muslims beyond Ireland, in this case the so-called 

‘Preventing Violent Extremism’   agenda in the UK. She explained that she liked to give her 

daughter the tools to respond to misrepresentations of Islam by teachers or peers. Howev-

er, she also cautioned her daughter to ‘be careful what you say [at school]’: 

Because she’s very voiceful. She gives her opinion. I’m also fearful at the 

moment of what’s happening in the UK. The government is asking 

schools to keep an eye on students to see who is extremist, and they 

should be reported and everything. I say to her ‘you have to be careful’. I 

don’t know what the agenda is here.

Finally, young people’s strategies for coping with racism or exclusion were mentioned. 

Both CCRYS workers noted that humour was one way in which young people managed 

their experiences of racism. For instance, young Muslims might humorously take on a 

stereotype as a means of satirising and coping with the association between Islam and 

terrorism:

I see [this use of humour by] young people in lots of different ways. It’s 

putting [the stereotype] out there and [saying] ‘I’ll get there before you do, 

you know?’ ‘This is who I am. And I know what you think. And [I] can laugh 

at it.’

It was further suggested that young people might ‘self-exclude’ from mainstream youth 

work or other related ‘white’ spaces in search of better ways of processing their experienc-

es. According to one young person: 

When you see [how] … the media [represent us] … [and]  all the experi-

ences that we’ve had, and you think about going to a predominantly white 

youth centre … with all that baggage, it’s kind of almost easier not to and 

to maybe self-organise … Because all of these things have an effect on 

you. So maybe you think forming a group that’s not [already] there, that’s 

with people who have shared experiences would be easier and more 

helpful (Participant I, focus group 2). 

4.2 The Role of Youth Work
In this section, we consider in turn the implications for youth work of each of the themes 

addressed in the preceding section with reference to relevant literature. We then discuss 

research findings which related specifically to youth work, highlighting its potential but 

also the ongoing challenges which remain with regard to the participation of young people 

from ethnic minority groups.  

i. Migration, Identity and Belonging

Our findings indicate that youth workers working with young people from ethnic minority 

groups may need to be aware of how issues pertaining to their personal and social identity 

affect their sense of belonging and wellbeing. The potential role of youth work in this 

regard was summed up by one of the CCRYS project workers: 

We have a whole generation of young people who are trying to negotiate 

what it feels to be both Muslim and Irish, both black and Irish and I see 

them struggling with this stuff. So that's one side of it. But I also see them 

have all the other stuff that happens to young people – having to deal with 

relationships and broken hearts and having trouble with school and 

clashing with their friends and stuff on the internet and getting into 

trouble. So you have all that … stuff of being a teenager … and then they 

have this extra layer of stuff … For me that's where youth work comes in. 

[It] makes space for young people to make sense of their own social 

reality and help them negotiate this. 

The findings also suggest that youth workers must walk a fine line between offering 

support where necessary while avoiding a situation where young people may feel inap-

propriately singled out (see also ní Laoire, et al, 2011). This work must take place in 

spaces where young people feel safe. Some of the findings - for instance, the comment 

by participant I above -indicate that this may need to happen in identity-specific groups 

or in groups comprising young people with shared exposure to or experience of the 

issue(s) in question. This is in keeping with commonly-held youth work values and 

approaches which are concerned with developing flexible responses to the particular 

needs of young people as they arise. 

ii. Parental and Community Regulation

While all young people face constraints on their personal autonomy, our research found 

evidence that young people from ethnic minorities may be subjected to greater parental 

regulation and community expectation than their ‘Irish’ peers. This suggests that youth 

work may have a role in providing a space for young people to process the sometimes 

conflicting expectations which they may face. It also raises challenges for how the princi-

ple of self-determination — that is ‘the non-directive enabling of young people to make 

decisions and choices in their lives’ (Imam and Bowler, 2010: 144)  — has traditionally 

been understood within youth work practice. For example, some parental involvement in 

activity choices may have to be countenanced in order to facilitate inclusion. 

This theme underscores the advice of previous strategies and guides for intercultural 

youth work (Lynam, 2009; NYCI/Youthnet, 2012) which emphasised that youth workers 

may need to purposively and patiently spend time building up the trust and buy-in of 

parents, guardians and community leaders. It also suggests that youth workers may need 

to be aware of the greater restrictions placed on some young migrants’ free time when 

planning the timing and location of activities.  

iii. Religious Beliefs and Observance

The centrality of religious faith in many young people’s lives carries with it a number of 

implications for youth work. Firstly, it suggests that practitioners need to increase their 

religious literacy. Indeed, there is some evidence of nascent efforts by youth workers to 

achieve this. One youth worker interviewed for the research noted that workers in her 

project who were working with Muslim children and parents in their homework club were 

‘trying to educate themselves [about different religions], so they’ve gotten books that are 

child-friendly around religion.’ 

With regard to young people’s location at the interface between conflicting value systems, 

the findings imply that youth workers may have a role to play in supporting young people 

to discuss and debate different worldviews in a safe and respectful environment. There 

may also be a role for youth work in supporting young people to discuss complex issues 

surrounding individual sexuality which may not be addressed at home. For instance, 

according to one of the migrant community leaders: 

A lot of what is going there are issues … to do with sexuality, and sexual 

identity that you’d find within the African community it’s a no-go area. 

People assume there are no gay people or … whatever … You cannot 

lead them … but you need to create space where the conversations can 

be had (Participant A, focus group 1).

Changes to youth work practice may also be required in order to accommodate the religi-

osity within many ethnic minority families. For example, our research found evidence of 

how one youth project within the Canal Communities area managed, after some difficul-

ties, to accommodate the needs of the Muslim children in relation to Halal food. 

With regard to young Muslim women specifically, the research indicates that youth work-

ers must find ways of accommodating the parental regulation which they may face, while 

avoiding stereotypes of young Muslim women as passive or without a voice (see McGarry, 

2012). It is also important not to create the impression that religious observance should or 

could inevitably exclude them from youth work. Up to 18 young girls from one Dublin 

mosque engaged with the CCRYS intercultural youth project during its lifetime. For two or 

three of these young people, their participation was confined to activities within the 

mosque. For most of the others, their participation was permitted in youth activities outside 

the mosque where relationships of trust had been established with those carrying them 

out and if one of the Muslim volunteers was also present. One of the CCRYS intercultural 

youth project workers expressed the view that with more time, they could have deepened 

the relationship of trust with Muslim parents and religious leaders to a point where more 

young women could access activities without the involvement of parents or adult mem-

bers of the Muslim community. This also underlines the importance of involving workers 

and volunteers from ethnic minority communities in youth work. 

In order to widen the participation of young Muslim women in youth work, however, the 

provision of youth work to gender-specific groups will have to be considered (see also 

McGarry, 2012; for an opposing perspective, see Cressey, 2006). Failure to offer a dedi-

cated space to young Muslim women will result in their exclusion. There is considerable 

precedent for gender-specific groups within youth work. These have been undertaken 

with members of the Traveller Community and in relation to matters such as sexual health 

(NYCI, 2012). Gender-specific youth work has long been regarded as a means of 

addressing the specific needs of young women and of mitigating young women’s margin-

alisation within youth work spaces (Hanbury, Lee and Batsleer, 2010). 

Finally, in highlighting this theme, we also suggest that, as practitioners, we avoid a binary 

understanding of the differences between Muslim and non-Muslim/Christian and 

non-Christian value systems and remember that religious and cultural communities are 

complex, heterogeneous and dynamic. As we have seen, differing interpretations of 

religious doctrine and cultural practices — such as the prohibition on ‘free-mixing’ (mixed 

activities between male and female) or attitudes to young women’s sporting activities 

—are evident among adherents of the same faith.

iv. Leadership and Civic/Political Participation

Many of our findings challenge stereotypes of young migrants as passively ‘in need’ of 

integration (see ní Laoire et al, 2011). This is particularly in evidence in the findings relat-

ing to young people’s leadership and desire to activate social change. While we cannot 

make any claims as to the typicality of these young people’s perspectives, such findings 

appear highly relevant to youth work given its central concern with enabling young 

people’s voice. Furthermore, it is significant that the young African women had self-organ-

ised as a group, with the support of the migrant women’s organisation and of CCRYS itself. 

This indicates a possible role for youth workers and other trusted allies in enabling young 

migrants’ self-organisation where such a need exists.  

v. Racism and Exclusion

Our research confirms the findings of previous research in relation to the prevalence of 

racism in young migrants’ lives (see also Gilligan et al, 2010; ní Laoire, 2011; Szlovák and 

Szewczyk, 2015). This theme has a number of important consequences for youth work.

 

Firstly, a meaningful youth work relationship may help young people to process their expe-

riences of racism, experiences which are multi-faceted and gendered. Secondly, critical, 

open, non-judgemental conversations of the type advocated by Thomas and Henri (2011) 

are crucial to supporting young people to address their racist views. Youth work’s capaci-

ty for creative, flexible approaches is relevant in this regard.  For example, one youth 

worker described her project’s use of ‘Theatre of the Oppressed’ methodology with young 

people as a means of initiating what Thomas (2002: 60) calls ‘conversations with a 

purpose’ in relation to matters of social injustice. Nonetheless, deeply held racist attitudes 

among some of the young people attending some youth services are clearly a problem to 

which there is no easy solution. Thomas and Henri (2011) who have worked with young 

white people within communities characterised by deep racial divisions in northern 

England have suggested that opportunities for cross-community interaction on a planned 

and sustained basis can make a difference here. Where young people cannot attend 

youth services due to fears of racism and personal safety or who ‘self-exclude’ in the 

manner described by some of our young participants, there is an imperative that alterna-

tive spaces for flexible, youth-centred support are identified and resourced. All these 

steps may depend on youth organisations building greater fluency around racism and 

diversity issues.

 vi. Barriers to Accessing Youth Work

In addition to the findings set out above, the research identified a number of barriers to the 

participation in youth work by young people from ethnic minorities. These relate to how 

youth work is often structured and resourced. 

Firstly, constraints associated with the geographical boundaries of youth organisation’s 

catchment areas were noted. It was suggested by the CCRYS intercultural youth project 

workers that many young people from ethnic minorities are congregating in spaces, such 

as their mosque, which are outside the areas in which they live. This means that they are 

less likely to access youth work services in the areas where they reside.  

Secondly and relatedly, the sort of outreach which is traditionally undertaken by youth 

services, for instance, through street work or in social housing estates, does not enable 

contact with young people who are congregating in different sorts of spaces, such as 

mosques. This can render them invisible to youth services.  

Thirdly, although we have mentioned matters of ethnic identity, the question of social class 

is also relevant to our study. Youth work in some areas has been built up over many years 

to respond to the needs of young people deemed ‘at risk’ due to their specific experiences 

of class-based exclusion and inequality.   Such youth services may use models of practice 

which are focused on the issues facing young people ‘at risk’ of involvement in addiction 

or crime. It was suggested that these issues may not be as relevant to many young people 

from ethnic minority communities. According to one youth worker for instance:  

Young people come here when their needs are not being met. Their risk 

level is very different. Drug use is quite serious here and young people 

quite young are getting involved in running and taking drugs, particularly 

smoking grass and I mean from 9, 10 years of age, very young. I don’t see 

Muslim children getting involved in that kind of activity. 

Finally, a shortage of resources placed significant pressure on youth organisations and 

undermined their capacity to keep the issue of intercultural youth work consistently on 

their agenda. According to one youth worker, for example:

We are down to the wire here and I’m really not just moaning saying that, 

we genuinely are. There’s a lot of stuff we’ve had to just drop because we 

just can’t manage it. And I’m really trying to be careful that people don’t 

do over their hours. Because you can get burned out very easily. 

Her colleague in another youth project expressed the view that

When things get very busy we revert to type. We go back to ... what we 

are supposed to do – all about those [young people] most at risk that 

present in that chaotic way … so it can be very easy to put [efforts to 

include ethnic minority young people] by the wayside … because there is 

so much [else to do] … You have to have that passion within you, you 

have to have that want within you [to do additional work to reach ethnic 

minority young people]. It’s not as if you’re going to have nothing [else] to 

do. So someone has to come and say – and from up high, our funders – 

that this is an issue, this is something that we want you to look at.

One of the CCRYS project workers expressed the view that:  

Youth projects, from what I can see, that engage with more diverse young 

people - in the sense of class - seem to find it easier to attract young 

people from ethnic minority communities … I think it might be linked to 

resources. Projects that are stripped to the bare bones [often] concen-

trate on firefighting with the most ‘at risk’ young people and this can 

create youth work spaces that are inaccessible or tough for minority 

ethnic young people. 

vii. The Potential of Youth Work 

Although we have highlighted barriers within youth work, our research also illuminated its 

relevance and the potential it offers for including young people from ethnic minority 

groups and for addressing some of their needs. Firstly, despite the constraints they faced, 

there was evidence of a ‘buy-in’ from youth services to the principle of inclusive youth 

work. According to one youth worker for example:

I was a very loud voice in team meetings that we don’t need to change 

any strategy [to include more young people from ethnic minorities], that 

young people are young people and the door is always open, it’s all about 

voluntary participation. If they want to come, we’ll sort it out then and 

integrate. I still have part of those views. But with [CCRYS intercultural 

youth project worker] arriving and some of the conversations with her … 

it just let me know that it’s just not that simple. In a way that was a bit of a 

cop-out … you have to make that effort. You have to make it appealing in 

some way, shape or form.

One of the youth projects in the area had succeeded in including young people from a 

range of ethnic minority backgrounds in mainstream youth work activities. Another project 

had not succeeded in attracting many teenagers from ethnic minority communities but it 

had a significant numbers of Muslim children in its homework club. She recalled:

[We] would always encourage in the homework clubs that parents would 

go along to trips and different things. So the Muslim women just took it up 

really quickly. I’ve often seen them bringing in food and everything to the 

homework clubs. Particularly in the summer project they were making 

sweets that they make and the kids were all loving them. And it was 

getting to a point last summer where the kids were putting orders in, 

saying ‘will you bring sweets to this trip?’ And it was all really nice. And it 

was a really nice way to integrate the kids in and the parents in, and I 

suppose to try and tackle the whole racism issue, but in a normal way. 

 

Secondly, youth work’s flexibility and its capacity to engage young people and foster 

cross-community interaction in creative ways also emerged. A youth worker recalled a 

project organised in collaboration with the CCRYS intercultural youth project:

The graffiti around Fatima… was a project that we did with two artists 

[who] came over from England. One was Muslim and one was 

English-Irish so we did graffiti on the pitch around there. It was basically 

of the flats and a butterfly emerging [to symbolise] the whole regeneration 

[process] because the Muslim symbols are very similar to the old Celtic 

symbols so that was put onto it as well. So that and the fact that one of the 

artists was Muslim, the young people were asking a lot of questions about 

stuff that they’re just curious about, that they don’t understand. And we 

[youth workers] were as well because there’s loads I obviously don’t know 

… And the young people, because they were able to talk to him and he 

‘I will pay you good’
I mean I really felt like ‘what do you take me for?

was a graffiti artist, so he was cool and they were asking him loads of 

questions and he was very honest … So that was really good. 

Thirdly, youth work offers a means where young people can simply be ‘young’ without the 

label of ‘migrant’. For instance, one young person recalled her participation in Foróige’s 

‘Big Brother, Big Sister’ mentoring programme:

I loved [it] because there wasn’t really anything about me being from a 

migrant background. It was about me being a role model for another 

young person growing up in my school and stuff like that (Participant G, 

focus group 2).
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In what follows, we outline our findings with regard to our previously stated research aims. 

Our first section below, ‘Issues Experienced by Young People from Ethnic Minorities’, 
identifies five significant, intertwined themes. These are, firstly, the challenges young 

people face in navigating the multiple and sometimes conflicting forces which shape their 

sense of personal and social identity and which inform their sense of belonging; secondly, 

the impact on young people of parental and community expectations; thirdly, the signifi-

cance of religious observance and religious influences in young people’s lives; fourthly, 

opportunities for leadership and civic or political participation and fifthly, the ongoing 

reality of racism in young people’s lives.

 

The next section, ‘the Role of Youth Work’, considers the implications for youth work of 

these themes and provides an account of our findings with regard to youth work and the 

inclusion of young people from ethnic minorities. The subsequent section, ‘CCRYS Inter-
cultural Youth Project: What Lessons Can We Learn?’, focuses specifically on the 

experiences of the intercultural youth project within CCRYS. We analyse some of the key 

successes, challenges and complexities which the project and its partner organisations 

encountered during its lifetime and consider the implications of these for youth work. 

Our final section provides some brief conclusions to the study and offers recommenda-

tions for furthering youth work with young migrants based on the results of our study. 

4.1 Issues Experienced by Young People 
from Ethnic Minorities 
i.        Migration, Identity and Belonging 
Our research suggested that young people, particularly those who were born in Ireland or 

who arrived here as children, feel an affinity with more than one national or cultural identi-

ty. For instance, in their responses to a question on this matter on the questionnaire 

distributed prior to the focus groups, some of the young people described themselves in 

hyphenated terms such as ‘Irish-Congolese’, ‘Cameroonian-Irish’ or ‘Palestinian-Irish’. 

The research also indicated, however, that young people can face difficulties in navigat-

ing and expressing the different aspects of their ethnic and cultural identities. These 

difficulties manifested in a number of areas. Firstly, it was apparent that many young 

people do not identify with their ‘country of origin’ as strongly as their parents or older 

siblings. In a quotation which underscores the child-specific nature of the migration expe-

rience, one migrant community leader suggested that:

 

[Many] parents don’t seem to understand what migration is for their kids. 

Like for me, I can always say ‘I can go back to Zimbabwe’. But for [the 

young people], Zimbabwe … [is] not necessarily home. [In] Ireland … 

people meet them and say ‘go back to Africa’. But that’s not a reality for 

them. So because of colour of skin or even because of religion there’s an 

expectation that when you say ‘home’ you mean somewhere outside of 

Ireland or off the continent of Europe. And because parents have 

options [to go to another place they call ‘home’], they don’t seem to 

realise that their kids don’t have that option and nobody is talking about 

[this] (Participant A, focus group 1). 

The complex socialisation and sense of identity of second and ‘1.5’ generation young 

people meant that they sometimes have to negotiate differing expectations. A CCRYS 

project worker described the sorts of issues which she had discussed with young 

people: 

   

They were saying that … a lot of their parents want them to keep their 

culture but a lot of parents want them to assimilate and they will push 

them to do stuff. The young people keep saying that they [are] being 

pushed everywhere and in all directions and by everybody … A huge 

amount of pressure … And … [their] sense of Irishness, it seems really 

complex, really difficult, more so because there is no space given to 

them for support with it and no one is giving them that support

Secondly, young people recalled difficulties in ‘escaping’ particular labels or responses 

which made them feel ‘different’ at a time when they wished to blend in with their peers. 

According to one young person: 

I’ve been involved in mainstream youth work … when I was younger ... 

They had certain things that I was really interested in like a youth forum 

and a choir. So I felt listened to … But I think youth work sometimes is 

very constrained and for people maybe from a migrant background it 

might be harder. Because at this age when you’re young you’re trying to 

navigate your identity and when you go into a youth club — that’s your 

identity. You’re black. You’re from a migrant background. And it’s some-

thing that’s stamped on you and I think people might shy away from that 

a little bit. I went through that as well. Because first of all I have interests 

but when you go there they’re like ‘oh where are you from?’ All these ques-

tions and you’re not really sure where you stand as well in your identity as 

yourself (Participant I, focus group 2). 

Relatedly, although some participants felt that culturally-related events to promote interac-

tion among young people were of value, the efficacy of once-off ‘intercultural’ days based 

on superficial markers of culture was questioned. One migrant community leader noted:

 

We were talking … to some kids, they were saying that some schools do 

… cultural days … and they say ‘you bring whatever from your country’, 

and they [the young people] were saying they don’t like it because it 

means they are on the platform, they are being showcased ... this is the 

show and everyone has to pay attention to them (Participant A, focus 

group 1). 

Finally, despite the desire to minimise their ethnic or cultural differences, paradoxically 

perhaps, the need for young people to find a ‘voice’ and a space with other young people 

to discuss and process those very factors which render them different was identified. 

Another migrant leader noted that:

I was born in [North Africa] and I grew up in [Europe] and … the pressure 

you are talking about, the parents, the community … Like each individual 

experiences it in a different way and they have a different way to go 

through it and manage it. But … there’s a conflict around them [young 

people] and a conflict in them. So I know how they feel and I know when 

they are given a voice, they can get to the next step (Participant C, focus 

group 1).

One of the young participants described some of the reasons for her participation in a 

self-organised young women’s group: 

If you ask many of us now compared to our parents’ mindset it’s going to 

be totally changing [different] from their mindsets so [participating in this 

group], it’s this thing of ‘we have a common ground’. Because here we 

are caught in two positions – we’ve come to this new society where they 

have their own way of going; our parents have their own way of going at 

home. Where does the balance step in? Do I have people who under-

stand that balance in my head? (Participant G, focus group 2). 

ii. Parental and Community Regulation

A second, interrelated topic to emerge from the data was the impact on young people of 

intergenerational differences with regard to matters such as appropriate behaviour or 

cultural norms. Young people often had to deal with differences between the expectations 

of their parents or communities and those of their peers and the wider ‘Irish’ community. 

For instance, culturally specific understandings of young people’s personal autonomy 

were apparent. During discussions with the young African women, the matter of parental 

discipline was discussed. One participant argued that:

 

Our parents have a different mindset. … Because if I want to … maybe … 

blend in with the real [sic] kids who grew up here, their parents let them 

go out at 14 until 10pm, at 15 until 11pm, all the parties. And my parents 

are like ‘you better be home at 7’ (Participant J, focus group 2). 

She added that: 

I know African people have many different cultures, but I think one thing 

that we have in common is our parents – there’s some kind of discipline 

that runs around Africa. I don’t know how, why, but it’s present in nearly 

every country

There was a gendered dimension to the theme of young people’s autonomy, though 

young women’s sense of agency also emerged strongly from the data. Another partici-

pant suggested that: 

Even in our own families how we’re treated because we’re girls to our 

brothers is totally different, and how sometimes -  I’m talking from my own 

experience here – as if I had an older brother, he probably would have 

been allowed out and about and been involved in a lot of things more than 

I would I feel. Unfortunately my parents are unlucky they got a girl that is 

kind of like a boy – so I didn’t really need that permission, I just went for it 

(Participant G, focus group 2). 

While limitations on young people’s autonomy appears to stem from particular cultural 

and religious attitudes towards matters such as gender, parenting and childhood, they 

are also partly attributable to parental fears for their children’s safety in a context of signifi-

cant levels of societal racism – a theme we address in more detail below. For example, the 

parent whom we interviewed noted that: 

[My daughter] has said to me ‘Mum, I want to go in a protest’. I’m saying 

‘no you’re not going’. Because in the protest things can go wrong and 

you’ve put yourself in danger. So you have to protect yourself. There is 

other ways of protesting — whether it’s writing or voicing — but don’t go 

there and be screaming and shouting. People have different kinds of 

banners on them … So you have to choose carefully in what you partici-

pate in and don’t participate in. We are still a minority here and it’s very 

easy for people to attack us. So I am very, very cautious.

She recalled the responses of some of her daughter’s friends upon hearing that she was 

allowed to travel alone on the bus:

 

[My daughter] was talking to some of the Muslim girls, and they were like 

'Your parents let you get the bus? Aren't you scared? They let you? That's 

so dangerous!' But this is what they have been told.  It's unsafe for you to 

be outside.

It was also noted that young women can face pressures from their wider communities with 

regard to expectations of appropriate behaviour. In reference to the young Muslim women 

she worked with, one of the CCRYS project workers noted that:

[Many people in their community have] an opinion about them and are 

very vocal about it. They have women who aren’t related to them but are 

‘aunties’ telling them that they shouldn’t have Facebook [etc.] … and 

others are saying ‘no it’s fine’.

A group of young Muslim women became enthusiastic members of a football club for girls. 

While their participation was supported by their parents, it was also met with some nega-

tive responses from other community members. According to the same project worker:

 

Stuff … comes up for the girls [who are] playing soccer in the hijab … 

There is a bit of a backlash from some people in the community saying 

'this isn't for Muslims'. So they're pushing in a particular direction. But 

there's a huge amount of pressure put on them which says, 'Ok, if you 

want to play football, you have to be a perfect Muslim. You don't give them 

[some members of the community] anything that they can throw at you'. 

So they're carrying this responsibility. They're pushing forward and they're 

groundbreakers. But they're not allowed to make mistakes like other 

young people do as the … community is watching them. 

 

While parental and community regulation can constrain the activities of some young 

Muslims, there is also clear evidence of a diversity of perspectives among migrant 

parents and leaders. While careful not to expose their children to harm, the parent and 

leader whom we interviewed both acted as positive role models for the young women in 

their care and were anxious that they had as many opportunities for social interaction and 

personal development as possible. As the parent explained with regard to youth work:

It … empower[s] the girls with tools that they could actually bring to their 

future life … [My daughter] understands more about youth work and 

participating and voicing and how … to do a campaign ... This is some-

thing that was alien to me and it was alien to her as well. When she came 

last night [from the CCRYS leadership training] she said ‘that was really 

intense. I don’t know if I took anything in.’ But she did, you know? From 

talking to her, she had [taken it in] … And this is something I would like 

my daughter or my children to carry on with. 

iii.  Religious Beliefs and Observance 

Religious faith and practice were central features in the lives of many of the young partici-

pants in this study. Three key findings were noted with regard to this. Firstly, religion is a 

key source of support and strength in their lives. The following comment from one young 

person exemplified this view:

Church … again comes down to this idea of community. You are sharing 

something in common, you’re supporting each other’s faith as well and 

also I think the support does not just come from the people but from your 

belief itself. Because I believe in God and I get my strength from knowing 

that he is going to help me (Participant G, focus group 2). 

Secondly, the research found that young people are often located at the intersection of 

different value systems and that their religious backgrounds played a key role in this. It 

was suggested that negotiating these different value systems created tensions and pres-

sures in the young people’s lives. For example, the focus group with community and 

religious leaders occurred shortly after the 2015 Marriage Equality referendum in Ireland. 

It was pointed out by the participants that many people in their communities that were 

affiliated with African Pentecostal Churches were opposed to civil marriage for gay and 

lesbian people. The Methodist minister, for instance, noted that those among the second 

generation that supported a ‘no’ vote were reproached by their peers while those that 

advocated a ‘yes’ faced recrimination from their family or community. He added:

The school [is] educating the child for 20 hours a week. But any good 

African Pentecostal Church, you’re going to have a very high level of 

involvement with it. So there’s this double value formation … [At] my 

school, all the kids did a ‘vote yes’ thing and then in the evening you go to 

a prayer meeting, and it’s ‘vote no’. And it’s the … youth that are … having 

to negotiate [that] (Participant D, focus group 1) 

One of the CCRYS project workers noted the ‘conflictual messages’ which the young 

people were receiving: 

I remember that came out from [one young person during the leadership 

training we did] when she was talking about one of the challenges … 

about becoming an activist and getting projects off the ground. She 

named religious conservatism. But she constantly talks about different 

issues, about LGBT rights and I thought 'this is mad.' She’s probably hear-

ing all of these things [LGBT rights etc.] in school … and then she's prob-

ably hearing other things in other spaces. 

A third finding to emerge in relation to religious observance was its implications for partici-

pation in youth work. One of our focus group participants had established a girls’ group 

within her mosque. However, some other community members were fearful of her efforts 

to introduce structured youth activities. Their objections appeared to centre on a fear that 

involvement in youth activities might dilute or detract from the young people’s understand-

ing and practice of Islam. According to a parent of one of the girls:

[The young people] all want activities, they all want activities. But [some 

of] the older women – the mothers maybe - have objections. It’s a conflict 

of culture … between generations … [The young people are] going to 

non-Muslim schools. You know your environment influences you. And 

they’re still young as well you have to remember. They’re not fully under-

standing Islam … The older generations understand Islam better. And 

there’s kind of a conflict there. 

She mentioned that anyone working with Muslim youth would need to be very aware of ‘the 

needs of the Muslim child’, including, for instance, the prohibition of ‘free-mixing’, that is, 

socialising between young men and women. She further noted that the presence of youth 

workers from the Muslim religion would be of great benefit in allaying parental and com-

munity fears.

iv.  Leadership and Civic/Political Participation 

The research found that some of the young women wished to be involved in issue-based 

work. This was particularly apparent among the young African women who were already 

affiliated with a migrant women’s rights organisation. As one of them said, ‘we’re literally 

dying of ideas to improve our community or improve the nation.’ The young women’s 

responses reflected their concern with migrant-specific inequalities.

According to one participant:

We are migrant women in this country and we — I believe almost half of 

us here —have gone through … a bit of discrimination here and there, 

racism here and there and obviously it wouldn’t be an easy task changing 

that, but it would be great seeing us improving on that (Participant F, 

focus group 2). 

However, they also expressed a desire to be involved in issues affecting young people in 

Ireland generally. For example, when discussing her perceptions of the Irish education 

system, another participant noted that: 

[M]any [young] people feel like ‘I can’t get in [to college] anyways and I’m 

not going to strive for it.’ … Even the Irish kids themselves, they end up at 

a place of ‘I can just get a FETAC [course] and get a work’ and … it’s 

really not good, it limits the mind … So I would definitely change the 

educational system to such a way that it can accommodate everybody in 

their different ways to strive for a better education, a better future 

because at the end of the day it brings out a better country (Participant J, 

focus group 2). 

Some of the participants demonstrated significant potential for youth leadership. One 

young person recalled how: 

We were sitting in Stephen’s Green yesterday after [a] … conference 

talking about different issues and it was so empowering and so motivat-

ing … We talked about real issues that were happening and they got to a 

point of even coming up with solutions and making connections between 

different things (Participant I, focus group 2). 

The potential for leadership and an interest in issues facing young people among migrant 

young people was also evident during discussions at the youth leadership training deliv-

ered by the CCRYS intercultural youth project. The participants in this training were from 

a range of ethnic minority backgrounds. One of the CCRYS project workers noted:

LGBT stuff came out during the training mainly through the Muslim girls 

that wear the veil. They were actually really, really concerned that their 

LGBT peers wouldn't be supported. It was really Interesting. All of them 

mentioned LGBT as an issue that they felt really strongly about

 v. Racism and Exclusion 

A key issue to emerge from across the all interviews and focus groups was the degree to 

which racism had become a ‘normal’ feature of young people’s lives. The research also 

found that, while friendships with young ‘Irish’ people had been formed, young people 

also experienced exclusion among their peers. 

Participants discussed misrepresentations of and racist attitudes towards both Muslims 

and black Africans. These had a significant impact on the young people whose respons-

es ranged from frustration to a deep sense of hurt. Some participants were frustrated by 

ignorance, misinformation or generalisations about Africa. According to one young 

person: 

I’ve lived in Africa. It’s not just bushes and forests and everything. Things 

happen in Africa. Beautiful things. But then again the way the Irish people 

ask is from the perception that they’ve been given. ‘Oh it’s just poverty. 

The people there are just struggling.’ All this kind of stuff. And they 

wouldn’t really know our cultures and the way we act to certain things 

(Participant K, focus group 2).

Another young person who had migrated to Ireland as a young adult recalled a conversa-

tion she had had with her younger brother who was born in Ireland. 

When I came to this country, my little brother asked me a question … ‘Do 

you sleep on a bed in Africa?’ And I said ‘hold on little brother. Why do 

you ask this question?’ And he was like ‘because our teacher was talking 

to us about Africa and he was saying literally that in Africa most people 

live in the bush, they don’t sleep on beds, they don’t have telly … like 

they’re struggling in Africa.’ And I said to him ‘Baby, when you go to 

school tomorrow, you tell teacher Africans are humans. They have a bed, 

they have telly’ (Participant F, focus group 2)

The following quotation from one young person typified the view among the Muslim girls 

that they were constantly judged on the basis of crimes committed in the name of Islam:

 

Sometimes, in the news they judge a whole community based on 10 

people and … that’s why people mostly when they see Muslims they think 

… ‘these people don’t give education to girls, they’re just bad, they do 

bombs, and 9/11 and stuff.’ They don’t think about the other good stuff we 

do (Participant P, focus group 3). 

Similarly, her friend commented that:

If they said something in the news that’s bad about Muslims, it does not 

mean I’m one of them. Maybe I’ve got other thinking. Maybe … they’re 

thinking they want to kill people, I’m not like that ... Islam is all about 

peace and loving people (Participant M, focus group 3).

Experiences of racism emerged too in the accounts of the young African women. One 

participant described the emotional and exclusionary effects of racist discourses about 

black Africans: 

Because most people think you just came from Africa and then started 

taking things from us, benefits, job-wise and other stuff. So I feel like a 

gold-digger (Participant F, focus group 2). 

In a similar vein, another young person noted:

Even sometimes I’m scared to go into ... the social welfare offices 

because I see all these eyes around me. I can’t wait to finish college and 

get myself a job so I don’t have to go back in there. It’s so scary. You go 

in there and you feel like ’oh my days, they’re all looking at me.’ I feel like 

I shouldn’t be here (Participant K, focus group 2).

The wounding effects of online racism and its consequences for migrants’ participation 

and sense of belonging in Irish society were also mentioned by a number of research 

participants. For one young person:

I feel if I read stuff in the media, if someone writes an article about 

migrants or stuff like that, the kind of comments from people - literally 

when I read them I feel, well these are people, this is society, that’s what 

they’re saying about migrants in the country. And when you read them, 

they are really, really horrible. It feels like ‘I should just hide in my room. I 

shouldn’t come out’… They smile but just pretending, but not letting some-

one fully in. Because what they write in the media and stuff like that isn’t 

really good, isn’t positive about migrants (Participant K, focus group 2).

In addition to general racist attitudes, participants also noted instances of bullying or 

exclusion by their peers which they believed were related to their Muslim identity, though 

it is important to emphasise that some participants also spoke of their Irish classmates 

being their ‘bestos’ [best friends]. One of them recalled:

Like in my class on the first day, one of the girls she didn’t really like me 

because I was wearing a scarf but then even like when I was writing with 

a pencil, I asked her did she want to write with it, and she was like ‘no, I 

won’t touch that’. And I was like ‘ok that’s your decision. What are you 

going to write with?’ And then in the school years, we’re actually like best 

pals now, literally. She just like knows me now. She just thought I was bad 

or something (Participant P, focus group 3). 

Another participant said:

Well I get bullied because I’m Muslim and I still do … I told my teacher 

and then she apologised to me and then she’s really nice to me. But then 

these girls these days, they’re not that nice to me. I’m actually not really 

sure why they’re not nice to me maybe because of the colour of my skin 

or something. But they like everybody else in the class and they don’t like 

me mostly. When people have birthday parties, this girl she had a birth-

day party and she invited the whole class except me (Participant Q, focus 

group 3). 

A further manifestation of racism and exclusion highlighted in the research were the phys-

ical threats or racist encounters from strangers in public experienced by some of the 

young people. These encounters took a highly gendered form particularly as they related 

to stereotypes about black women’s sexuality. One young person recalled:

On the buses I’ve had experience where these guys are like ‘come marry 

me, I’ll give you a green card’ and all this … And older guys as well …on 

the streets sometimes. I don’t think they would say the same thing to a 

young Irish person … I look like a kid! I could have been any age, coming 

up to you and being like ‘Hey, do you want to sleep with me tonight?’, like 

propositioning you … I’ve had a friend who was asked if she’s a prostitute 

(Participant I, focus group 2). 

A fellow participant responded that this had happened to her also: 

I was just innocently standing at a bus stop and someone said ‘do you 

want to come with me?’ I said ‘where?’ ‘I will pay you good’. I mean I really 

felt like ‘what do you take me for? You really think I’m just standing here 

waiting for you to ask me if you will pay me well’ (Participant H, focus 

group 2). 

The threat to young people’s safety and bodily integrity as a consequence of racism was 

also named by the CCRYS project workers. This, it was felt, had implications for youth 

work: 

When we did the training with the young people ... the sense that I got 

was they really, really want to get involved in stuff but there's an issue of 

safety. Really they don't feel safe in a lot of the spaces that are offered for 

them. In terms of the youth services, geographically again, we're talking 

about youth projects that are in areas that are pretty difficult, so the 

services that can provide a service to these young people or that are 

equipped to do it are not in areas that actually are safe enough for these 

young people to access. 

According to her colleague:

If you unpack the issues that young women are coming up against, 

there's mad stuff all together. If you're talking about the young women in 

the [mosque] ... if you can get to a conversation of their experience of 

living in the area, or areas like it, lots of stuff is coming up around how safe 

they feel on the streets, around … racist incidents, getting their hijabs 

pulled off them, being spat at, all that kind of stuff. It's so normalised, it's 

mad, crazy, you know? And not having a space to process that and just 

that sense of 'that's just the way it is.’

The parent of a young Muslim girl noted that: 

There is a lot of Islamaphobia going around at the moment. I do fear 

where I send my kids. I have to have different nationalities in that group to 

feel that my kids are going to be safe. If it’s just an all-Irish place, I’m not 

comfortable … I’m not comfortable, because they will always come back 

and say ‘So-and-so said this. So-and-so said that’ … I mean I’m not 

saying I want every single box to be ticked, even if it was just [a] multi-cul-

tural [group], I would be quite happy. 

Her responses also highlighted how her daughter’s agency and ‘voice’ were constrained 

by macro social policy concerning Muslims beyond Ireland, in this case the so-called 

‘Preventing Violent Extremism’   agenda in the UK. She explained that she liked to give her 

daughter the tools to respond to misrepresentations of Islam by teachers or peers. Howev-

er, she also cautioned her daughter to ‘be careful what you say [at school]’: 

Because she’s very voiceful. She gives her opinion. I’m also fearful at the 

moment of what’s happening in the UK. The government is asking 

schools to keep an eye on students to see who is extremist, and they 

should be reported and everything. I say to her ‘you have to be careful’. I 

don’t know what the agenda is here.

Finally, young people’s strategies for coping with racism or exclusion were mentioned. 

Both CCRYS workers noted that humour was one way in which young people managed 

their experiences of racism. For instance, young Muslims might humorously take on a 

stereotype as a means of satirising and coping with the association between Islam and 

terrorism:

I see [this use of humour by] young people in lots of different ways. It’s 

putting [the stereotype] out there and [saying] ‘I’ll get there before you do, 

you know?’ ‘This is who I am. And I know what you think. And [I] can laugh 

at it.’

It was further suggested that young people might ‘self-exclude’ from mainstream youth 

work or other related ‘white’ spaces in search of better ways of processing their experienc-

es. According to one young person: 

When you see [how] … the media [represent us] … [and]  all the experi-

ences that we’ve had, and you think about going to a predominantly white 

youth centre … with all that baggage, it’s kind of almost easier not to and 

to maybe self-organise … Because all of these things have an effect on 

you. So maybe you think forming a group that’s not [already] there, that’s 

with people who have shared experiences would be easier and more 

helpful (Participant I, focus group 2). 

4.2 The Role of Youth Work
In this section, we consider in turn the implications for youth work of each of the themes 

addressed in the preceding section with reference to relevant literature. We then discuss 

research findings which related specifically to youth work, highlighting its potential but 

also the ongoing challenges which remain with regard to the participation of young people 

from ethnic minority groups.  

i. Migration, Identity and Belonging

Our findings indicate that youth workers working with young people from ethnic minority 

groups may need to be aware of how issues pertaining to their personal and social identity 

affect their sense of belonging and wellbeing. The potential role of youth work in this 

regard was summed up by one of the CCRYS project workers: 

We have a whole generation of young people who are trying to negotiate 

what it feels to be both Muslim and Irish, both black and Irish and I see 

them struggling with this stuff. So that's one side of it. But I also see them 

have all the other stuff that happens to young people – having to deal with 

relationships and broken hearts and having trouble with school and 

clashing with their friends and stuff on the internet and getting into 

trouble. So you have all that … stuff of being a teenager … and then they 

have this extra layer of stuff … For me that's where youth work comes in. 

[It] makes space for young people to make sense of their own social 

reality and help them negotiate this. 

The findings also suggest that youth workers must walk a fine line between offering 

support where necessary while avoiding a situation where young people may feel inap-

propriately singled out (see also ní Laoire, et al, 2011). This work must take place in 

spaces where young people feel safe. Some of the findings - for instance, the comment 

by participant I above -indicate that this may need to happen in identity-specific groups 

or in groups comprising young people with shared exposure to or experience of the 

issue(s) in question. This is in keeping with commonly-held youth work values and 

approaches which are concerned with developing flexible responses to the particular 

needs of young people as they arise. 

ii. Parental and Community Regulation

While all young people face constraints on their personal autonomy, our research found 

evidence that young people from ethnic minorities may be subjected to greater parental 

regulation and community expectation than their ‘Irish’ peers. This suggests that youth 

work may have a role in providing a space for young people to process the sometimes 

conflicting expectations which they may face. It also raises challenges for how the princi-

ple of self-determination — that is ‘the non-directive enabling of young people to make 

decisions and choices in their lives’ (Imam and Bowler, 2010: 144)  — has traditionally 

been understood within youth work practice. For example, some parental involvement in 

activity choices may have to be countenanced in order to facilitate inclusion. 

This theme underscores the advice of previous strategies and guides for intercultural 

youth work (Lynam, 2009; NYCI/Youthnet, 2012) which emphasised that youth workers 

may need to purposively and patiently spend time building up the trust and buy-in of 

parents, guardians and community leaders. It also suggests that youth workers may need 

to be aware of the greater restrictions placed on some young migrants’ free time when 

planning the timing and location of activities.  

iii. Religious Beliefs and Observance

The centrality of religious faith in many young people’s lives carries with it a number of 

implications for youth work. Firstly, it suggests that practitioners need to increase their 

religious literacy. Indeed, there is some evidence of nascent efforts by youth workers to 

achieve this. One youth worker interviewed for the research noted that workers in her 

project who were working with Muslim children and parents in their homework club were 

‘trying to educate themselves [about different religions], so they’ve gotten books that are 

child-friendly around religion.’ 

With regard to young people’s location at the interface between conflicting value systems, 

the findings imply that youth workers may have a role to play in supporting young people 

to discuss and debate different worldviews in a safe and respectful environment. There 

may also be a role for youth work in supporting young people to discuss complex issues 

surrounding individual sexuality which may not be addressed at home. For instance, 

according to one of the migrant community leaders: 

A lot of what is going there are issues … to do with sexuality, and sexual 

identity that you’d find within the African community it’s a no-go area. 

People assume there are no gay people or … whatever … You cannot 

lead them … but you need to create space where the conversations can 

be had (Participant A, focus group 1).

Changes to youth work practice may also be required in order to accommodate the religi-

osity within many ethnic minority families. For example, our research found evidence of 

how one youth project within the Canal Communities area managed, after some difficul-

ties, to accommodate the needs of the Muslim children in relation to Halal food. 

With regard to young Muslim women specifically, the research indicates that youth work-

ers must find ways of accommodating the parental regulation which they may face, while 

avoiding stereotypes of young Muslim women as passive or without a voice (see McGarry, 

2012). It is also important not to create the impression that religious observance should or 

could inevitably exclude them from youth work. Up to 18 young girls from one Dublin 

mosque engaged with the CCRYS intercultural youth project during its lifetime. For two or 

three of these young people, their participation was confined to activities within the 

mosque. For most of the others, their participation was permitted in youth activities outside 

the mosque where relationships of trust had been established with those carrying them 

out and if one of the Muslim volunteers was also present. One of the CCRYS intercultural 

youth project workers expressed the view that with more time, they could have deepened 

the relationship of trust with Muslim parents and religious leaders to a point where more 

young women could access activities without the involvement of parents or adult mem-

bers of the Muslim community. This also underlines the importance of involving workers 

and volunteers from ethnic minority communities in youth work. 

In order to widen the participation of young Muslim women in youth work, however, the 

provision of youth work to gender-specific groups will have to be considered (see also 

McGarry, 2012; for an opposing perspective, see Cressey, 2006). Failure to offer a dedi-

cated space to young Muslim women will result in their exclusion. There is considerable 

precedent for gender-specific groups within youth work. These have been undertaken 

with members of the Traveller Community and in relation to matters such as sexual health 

(NYCI, 2012). Gender-specific youth work has long been regarded as a means of 

addressing the specific needs of young women and of mitigating young women’s margin-

alisation within youth work spaces (Hanbury, Lee and Batsleer, 2010). 

Finally, in highlighting this theme, we also suggest that, as practitioners, we avoid a binary 

understanding of the differences between Muslim and non-Muslim/Christian and 

non-Christian value systems and remember that religious and cultural communities are 

complex, heterogeneous and dynamic. As we have seen, differing interpretations of 

religious doctrine and cultural practices — such as the prohibition on ‘free-mixing’ (mixed 

activities between male and female) or attitudes to young women’s sporting activities 

—are evident among adherents of the same faith.

iv. Leadership and Civic/Political Participation

Many of our findings challenge stereotypes of young migrants as passively ‘in need’ of 

integration (see ní Laoire et al, 2011). This is particularly in evidence in the findings relat-

ing to young people’s leadership and desire to activate social change. While we cannot 

make any claims as to the typicality of these young people’s perspectives, such findings 

appear highly relevant to youth work given its central concern with enabling young 

people’s voice. Furthermore, it is significant that the young African women had self-organ-

ised as a group, with the support of the migrant women’s organisation and of CCRYS itself. 

This indicates a possible role for youth workers and other trusted allies in enabling young 

migrants’ self-organisation where such a need exists.  

v. Racism and Exclusion

Our research confirms the findings of previous research in relation to the prevalence of 

racism in young migrants’ lives (see also Gilligan et al, 2010; ní Laoire, 2011; Szlovák and 

Szewczyk, 2015). This theme has a number of important consequences for youth work.

 

Firstly, a meaningful youth work relationship may help young people to process their expe-

riences of racism, experiences which are multi-faceted and gendered. Secondly, critical, 

open, non-judgemental conversations of the type advocated by Thomas and Henri (2011) 

are crucial to supporting young people to address their racist views. Youth work’s capaci-

ty for creative, flexible approaches is relevant in this regard.  For example, one youth 

worker described her project’s use of ‘Theatre of the Oppressed’ methodology with young 

people as a means of initiating what Thomas (2002: 60) calls ‘conversations with a 

purpose’ in relation to matters of social injustice. Nonetheless, deeply held racist attitudes 

among some of the young people attending some youth services are clearly a problem to 

which there is no easy solution. Thomas and Henri (2011) who have worked with young 

white people within communities characterised by deep racial divisions in northern 

England have suggested that opportunities for cross-community interaction on a planned 

and sustained basis can make a difference here. Where young people cannot attend 

youth services due to fears of racism and personal safety or who ‘self-exclude’ in the 

manner described by some of our young participants, there is an imperative that alterna-

tive spaces for flexible, youth-centred support are identified and resourced. All these 

steps may depend on youth organisations building greater fluency around racism and 

diversity issues.

 vi. Barriers to Accessing Youth Work

In addition to the findings set out above, the research identified a number of barriers to the 

participation in youth work by young people from ethnic minorities. These relate to how 

youth work is often structured and resourced. 

Firstly, constraints associated with the geographical boundaries of youth organisation’s 

catchment areas were noted. It was suggested by the CCRYS intercultural youth project 

workers that many young people from ethnic minorities are congregating in spaces, such 

as their mosque, which are outside the areas in which they live. This means that they are 

less likely to access youth work services in the areas where they reside.  

Secondly and relatedly, the sort of outreach which is traditionally undertaken by youth 

services, for instance, through street work or in social housing estates, does not enable 

contact with young people who are congregating in different sorts of spaces, such as 

mosques. This can render them invisible to youth services.  

Thirdly, although we have mentioned matters of ethnic identity, the question of social class 

is also relevant to our study. Youth work in some areas has been built up over many years 

to respond to the needs of young people deemed ‘at risk’ due to their specific experiences 

of class-based exclusion and inequality.   Such youth services may use models of practice 

which are focused on the issues facing young people ‘at risk’ of involvement in addiction 

or crime. It was suggested that these issues may not be as relevant to many young people 

from ethnic minority communities. According to one youth worker for instance:  

Young people come here when their needs are not being met. Their risk 

level is very different. Drug use is quite serious here and young people 

quite young are getting involved in running and taking drugs, particularly 

smoking grass and I mean from 9, 10 years of age, very young. I don’t see 

Muslim children getting involved in that kind of activity. 

Finally, a shortage of resources placed significant pressure on youth organisations and 

undermined their capacity to keep the issue of intercultural youth work consistently on 

their agenda. According to one youth worker, for example:

We are down to the wire here and I’m really not just moaning saying that, 

we genuinely are. There’s a lot of stuff we’ve had to just drop because we 

just can’t manage it. And I’m really trying to be careful that people don’t 

do over their hours. Because you can get burned out very easily. 

Her colleague in another youth project expressed the view that

When things get very busy we revert to type. We go back to ... what we 

are supposed to do – all about those [young people] most at risk that 

present in that chaotic way … so it can be very easy to put [efforts to 

include ethnic minority young people] by the wayside … because there is 

so much [else to do] … You have to have that passion within you, you 

have to have that want within you [to do additional work to reach ethnic 

minority young people]. It’s not as if you’re going to have nothing [else] to 

do. So someone has to come and say – and from up high, our funders – 

that this is an issue, this is something that we want you to look at.

One of the CCRYS project workers expressed the view that:  

Youth projects, from what I can see, that engage with more diverse young 

people - in the sense of class - seem to find it easier to attract young 

people from ethnic minority communities … I think it might be linked to 

resources. Projects that are stripped to the bare bones [often] concen-

trate on firefighting with the most ‘at risk’ young people and this can 

create youth work spaces that are inaccessible or tough for minority 

ethnic young people. 

vii. The Potential of Youth Work 

Although we have highlighted barriers within youth work, our research also illuminated its 

relevance and the potential it offers for including young people from ethnic minority 

groups and for addressing some of their needs. Firstly, despite the constraints they faced, 

there was evidence of a ‘buy-in’ from youth services to the principle of inclusive youth 

work. According to one youth worker for example:

I was a very loud voice in team meetings that we don’t need to change 

any strategy [to include more young people from ethnic minorities], that 

young people are young people and the door is always open, it’s all about 

voluntary participation. If they want to come, we’ll sort it out then and 

integrate. I still have part of those views. But with [CCRYS intercultural 

youth project worker] arriving and some of the conversations with her … 

it just let me know that it’s just not that simple. In a way that was a bit of a 

cop-out … you have to make that effort. You have to make it appealing in 

some way, shape or form.

One of the youth projects in the area had succeeded in including young people from a 

range of ethnic minority backgrounds in mainstream youth work activities. Another project 

had not succeeded in attracting many teenagers from ethnic minority communities but it 

had a significant numbers of Muslim children in its homework club. She recalled:

[We] would always encourage in the homework clubs that parents would 

go along to trips and different things. So the Muslim women just took it up 

really quickly. I’ve often seen them bringing in food and everything to the 

homework clubs. Particularly in the summer project they were making 

sweets that they make and the kids were all loving them. And it was 

getting to a point last summer where the kids were putting orders in, 

saying ‘will you bring sweets to this trip?’ And it was all really nice. And it 

was a really nice way to integrate the kids in and the parents in, and I 

suppose to try and tackle the whole racism issue, but in a normal way. 

 

Secondly, youth work’s flexibility and its capacity to engage young people and foster 

cross-community interaction in creative ways also emerged. A youth worker recalled a 

project organised in collaboration with the CCRYS intercultural youth project:

The graffiti around Fatima… was a project that we did with two artists 

[who] came over from England. One was Muslim and one was 

English-Irish so we did graffiti on the pitch around there. It was basically 

of the flats and a butterfly emerging [to symbolise] the whole regeneration 

[process] because the Muslim symbols are very similar to the old Celtic 

symbols so that was put onto it as well. So that and the fact that one of the 

artists was Muslim, the young people were asking a lot of questions about 

stuff that they’re just curious about, that they don’t understand. And we 

[youth workers] were as well because there’s loads I obviously don’t know 

… And the young people, because they were able to talk to him and he 
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was a graffiti artist, so he was cool and they were asking him loads of 

questions and he was very honest … So that was really good. 

Thirdly, youth work offers a means where young people can simply be ‘young’ without the 

label of ‘migrant’. For instance, one young person recalled her participation in Foróige’s 

‘Big Brother, Big Sister’ mentoring programme:

I loved [it] because there wasn’t really anything about me being from a 

migrant background. It was about me being a role model for another 

young person growing up in my school and stuff like that (Participant G, 

focus group 2).
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In what follows, we outline our findings with regard to our previously stated research aims. 

Our first section below, ‘Issues Experienced by Young People from Ethnic Minorities’, 
identifies five significant, intertwined themes. These are, firstly, the challenges young 

people face in navigating the multiple and sometimes conflicting forces which shape their 

sense of personal and social identity and which inform their sense of belonging; secondly, 

the impact on young people of parental and community expectations; thirdly, the signifi-

cance of religious observance and religious influences in young people’s lives; fourthly, 

opportunities for leadership and civic or political participation and fifthly, the ongoing 

reality of racism in young people’s lives.

 

The next section, ‘the Role of Youth Work’, considers the implications for youth work of 

these themes and provides an account of our findings with regard to youth work and the 

inclusion of young people from ethnic minorities. The subsequent section, ‘CCRYS Inter-
cultural Youth Project: What Lessons Can We Learn?’, focuses specifically on the 

experiences of the intercultural youth project within CCRYS. We analyse some of the key 

successes, challenges and complexities which the project and its partner organisations 

encountered during its lifetime and consider the implications of these for youth work. 

Our final section provides some brief conclusions to the study and offers recommenda-

tions for furthering youth work with young migrants based on the results of our study. 

4.1 Issues Experienced by Young People 
from Ethnic Minorities 
i.        Migration, Identity and Belonging 
Our research suggested that young people, particularly those who were born in Ireland or 

who arrived here as children, feel an affinity with more than one national or cultural identi-

ty. For instance, in their responses to a question on this matter on the questionnaire 

distributed prior to the focus groups, some of the young people described themselves in 

hyphenated terms such as ‘Irish-Congolese’, ‘Cameroonian-Irish’ or ‘Palestinian-Irish’. 

The research also indicated, however, that young people can face difficulties in navigat-

ing and expressing the different aspects of their ethnic and cultural identities. These 

difficulties manifested in a number of areas. Firstly, it was apparent that many young 

people do not identify with their ‘country of origin’ as strongly as their parents or older 

siblings. In a quotation which underscores the child-specific nature of the migration expe-

rience, one migrant community leader suggested that:

 

[Many] parents don’t seem to understand what migration is for their kids. 

Like for me, I can always say ‘I can go back to Zimbabwe’. But for [the 

young people], Zimbabwe … [is] not necessarily home. [In] Ireland … 

people meet them and say ‘go back to Africa’. But that’s not a reality for 

them. So because of colour of skin or even because of religion there’s an 

expectation that when you say ‘home’ you mean somewhere outside of 

Ireland or off the continent of Europe. And because parents have 

options [to go to another place they call ‘home’], they don’t seem to 

realise that their kids don’t have that option and nobody is talking about 

[this] (Participant A, focus group 1). 

The complex socialisation and sense of identity of second and ‘1.5’ generation young 

people meant that they sometimes have to negotiate differing expectations. A CCRYS 

project worker described the sorts of issues which she had discussed with young 

people: 

   

They were saying that … a lot of their parents want them to keep their 

culture but a lot of parents want them to assimilate and they will push 

them to do stuff. The young people keep saying that they [are] being 

pushed everywhere and in all directions and by everybody … A huge 

amount of pressure … And … [their] sense of Irishness, it seems really 

complex, really difficult, more so because there is no space given to 

them for support with it and no one is giving them that support

Secondly, young people recalled difficulties in ‘escaping’ particular labels or responses 

which made them feel ‘different’ at a time when they wished to blend in with their peers. 

According to one young person: 

I’ve been involved in mainstream youth work … when I was younger ... 

They had certain things that I was really interested in like a youth forum 

and a choir. So I felt listened to … But I think youth work sometimes is 

very constrained and for people maybe from a migrant background it 

might be harder. Because at this age when you’re young you’re trying to 

navigate your identity and when you go into a youth club — that’s your 

identity. You’re black. You’re from a migrant background. And it’s some-

thing that’s stamped on you and I think people might shy away from that 

a little bit. I went through that as well. Because first of all I have interests 

but when you go there they’re like ‘oh where are you from?’ All these ques-

tions and you’re not really sure where you stand as well in your identity as 

yourself (Participant I, focus group 2). 

Relatedly, although some participants felt that culturally-related events to promote interac-

tion among young people were of value, the efficacy of once-off ‘intercultural’ days based 

on superficial markers of culture was questioned. One migrant community leader noted:

 

We were talking … to some kids, they were saying that some schools do 

… cultural days … and they say ‘you bring whatever from your country’, 

and they [the young people] were saying they don’t like it because it 

means they are on the platform, they are being showcased ... this is the 

show and everyone has to pay attention to them (Participant A, focus 

group 1). 

Finally, despite the desire to minimise their ethnic or cultural differences, paradoxically 

perhaps, the need for young people to find a ‘voice’ and a space with other young people 

to discuss and process those very factors which render them different was identified. 

Another migrant leader noted that:

I was born in [North Africa] and I grew up in [Europe] and … the pressure 

you are talking about, the parents, the community … Like each individual 

experiences it in a different way and they have a different way to go 

through it and manage it. But … there’s a conflict around them [young 

people] and a conflict in them. So I know how they feel and I know when 

they are given a voice, they can get to the next step (Participant C, focus 

group 1).

One of the young participants described some of the reasons for her participation in a 

self-organised young women’s group: 

If you ask many of us now compared to our parents’ mindset it’s going to 

be totally changing [different] from their mindsets so [participating in this 

group], it’s this thing of ‘we have a common ground’. Because here we 

are caught in two positions – we’ve come to this new society where they 

have their own way of going; our parents have their own way of going at 

home. Where does the balance step in? Do I have people who under-

stand that balance in my head? (Participant G, focus group 2). 

ii. Parental and Community Regulation

A second, interrelated topic to emerge from the data was the impact on young people of 

intergenerational differences with regard to matters such as appropriate behaviour or 

cultural norms. Young people often had to deal with differences between the expectations 

of their parents or communities and those of their peers and the wider ‘Irish’ community. 

For instance, culturally specific understandings of young people’s personal autonomy 

were apparent. During discussions with the young African women, the matter of parental 

discipline was discussed. One participant argued that:

 

Our parents have a different mindset. … Because if I want to … maybe … 

blend in with the real [sic] kids who grew up here, their parents let them 

go out at 14 until 10pm, at 15 until 11pm, all the parties. And my parents 

are like ‘you better be home at 7’ (Participant J, focus group 2). 

She added that: 

I know African people have many different cultures, but I think one thing 

that we have in common is our parents – there’s some kind of discipline 

that runs around Africa. I don’t know how, why, but it’s present in nearly 

every country

There was a gendered dimension to the theme of young people’s autonomy, though 

young women’s sense of agency also emerged strongly from the data. Another partici-

pant suggested that: 

Even in our own families how we’re treated because we’re girls to our 

brothers is totally different, and how sometimes -  I’m talking from my own 

experience here – as if I had an older brother, he probably would have 

been allowed out and about and been involved in a lot of things more than 

I would I feel. Unfortunately my parents are unlucky they got a girl that is 

kind of like a boy – so I didn’t really need that permission, I just went for it 

(Participant G, focus group 2). 

While limitations on young people’s autonomy appears to stem from particular cultural 

and religious attitudes towards matters such as gender, parenting and childhood, they 

are also partly attributable to parental fears for their children’s safety in a context of signifi-

cant levels of societal racism – a theme we address in more detail below. For example, the 

parent whom we interviewed noted that: 

[My daughter] has said to me ‘Mum, I want to go in a protest’. I’m saying 

‘no you’re not going’. Because in the protest things can go wrong and 

you’ve put yourself in danger. So you have to protect yourself. There is 

other ways of protesting — whether it’s writing or voicing — but don’t go 

there and be screaming and shouting. People have different kinds of 

banners on them … So you have to choose carefully in what you partici-

pate in and don’t participate in. We are still a minority here and it’s very 

easy for people to attack us. So I am very, very cautious.

She recalled the responses of some of her daughter’s friends upon hearing that she was 

allowed to travel alone on the bus:

 

[My daughter] was talking to some of the Muslim girls, and they were like 

'Your parents let you get the bus? Aren't you scared? They let you? That's 

so dangerous!' But this is what they have been told.  It's unsafe for you to 

be outside.

It was also noted that young women can face pressures from their wider communities with 

regard to expectations of appropriate behaviour. In reference to the young Muslim women 

she worked with, one of the CCRYS project workers noted that:

[Many people in their community have] an opinion about them and are 

very vocal about it. They have women who aren’t related to them but are 

‘aunties’ telling them that they shouldn’t have Facebook [etc.] … and 

others are saying ‘no it’s fine’.

A group of young Muslim women became enthusiastic members of a football club for girls. 

While their participation was supported by their parents, it was also met with some nega-

tive responses from other community members. According to the same project worker:

 

Stuff … comes up for the girls [who are] playing soccer in the hijab … 

There is a bit of a backlash from some people in the community saying 

'this isn't for Muslims'. So they're pushing in a particular direction. But 

there's a huge amount of pressure put on them which says, 'Ok, if you 

want to play football, you have to be a perfect Muslim. You don't give them 

[some members of the community] anything that they can throw at you'. 

So they're carrying this responsibility. They're pushing forward and they're 

groundbreakers. But they're not allowed to make mistakes like other 

young people do as the … community is watching them. 

 

While parental and community regulation can constrain the activities of some young 

Muslims, there is also clear evidence of a diversity of perspectives among migrant 

parents and leaders. While careful not to expose their children to harm, the parent and 

leader whom we interviewed both acted as positive role models for the young women in 

their care and were anxious that they had as many opportunities for social interaction and 

personal development as possible. As the parent explained with regard to youth work:

It … empower[s] the girls with tools that they could actually bring to their 

future life … [My daughter] understands more about youth work and 

participating and voicing and how … to do a campaign ... This is some-

thing that was alien to me and it was alien to her as well. When she came 

last night [from the CCRYS leadership training] she said ‘that was really 

intense. I don’t know if I took anything in.’ But she did, you know? From 

talking to her, she had [taken it in] … And this is something I would like 

my daughter or my children to carry on with. 

iii.  Religious Beliefs and Observance 

Religious faith and practice were central features in the lives of many of the young partici-

pants in this study. Three key findings were noted with regard to this. Firstly, religion is a 

key source of support and strength in their lives. The following comment from one young 

person exemplified this view:

Church … again comes down to this idea of community. You are sharing 

something in common, you’re supporting each other’s faith as well and 

also I think the support does not just come from the people but from your 

belief itself. Because I believe in God and I get my strength from knowing 

that he is going to help me (Participant G, focus group 2). 

Secondly, the research found that young people are often located at the intersection of 

different value systems and that their religious backgrounds played a key role in this. It 

was suggested that negotiating these different value systems created tensions and pres-

sures in the young people’s lives. For example, the focus group with community and 

religious leaders occurred shortly after the 2015 Marriage Equality referendum in Ireland. 

It was pointed out by the participants that many people in their communities that were 

affiliated with African Pentecostal Churches were opposed to civil marriage for gay and 

lesbian people. The Methodist minister, for instance, noted that those among the second 

generation that supported a ‘no’ vote were reproached by their peers while those that 

advocated a ‘yes’ faced recrimination from their family or community. He added:

The school [is] educating the child for 20 hours a week. But any good 

African Pentecostal Church, you’re going to have a very high level of 

involvement with it. So there’s this double value formation … [At] my 

school, all the kids did a ‘vote yes’ thing and then in the evening you go to 

a prayer meeting, and it’s ‘vote no’. And it’s the … youth that are … having 

to negotiate [that] (Participant D, focus group 1) 

One of the CCRYS project workers noted the ‘conflictual messages’ which the young 

people were receiving: 

I remember that came out from [one young person during the leadership 

training we did] when she was talking about one of the challenges … 

about becoming an activist and getting projects off the ground. She 

named religious conservatism. But she constantly talks about different 

issues, about LGBT rights and I thought 'this is mad.' She’s probably hear-

ing all of these things [LGBT rights etc.] in school … and then she's prob-

ably hearing other things in other spaces. 

A third finding to emerge in relation to religious observance was its implications for partici-

pation in youth work. One of our focus group participants had established a girls’ group 

within her mosque. However, some other community members were fearful of her efforts 

to introduce structured youth activities. Their objections appeared to centre on a fear that 

involvement in youth activities might dilute or detract from the young people’s understand-

ing and practice of Islam. According to a parent of one of the girls:

[The young people] all want activities, they all want activities. But [some 

of] the older women – the mothers maybe - have objections. It’s a conflict 

of culture … between generations … [The young people are] going to 

non-Muslim schools. You know your environment influences you. And 

they’re still young as well you have to remember. They’re not fully under-

standing Islam … The older generations understand Islam better. And 

there’s kind of a conflict there. 

She mentioned that anyone working with Muslim youth would need to be very aware of ‘the 

needs of the Muslim child’, including, for instance, the prohibition of ‘free-mixing’, that is, 

socialising between young men and women. She further noted that the presence of youth 

workers from the Muslim religion would be of great benefit in allaying parental and com-

munity fears.

iv.  Leadership and Civic/Political Participation 

The research found that some of the young women wished to be involved in issue-based 

work. This was particularly apparent among the young African women who were already 

affiliated with a migrant women’s rights organisation. As one of them said, ‘we’re literally 

dying of ideas to improve our community or improve the nation.’ The young women’s 

responses reflected their concern with migrant-specific inequalities.

According to one participant:

We are migrant women in this country and we — I believe almost half of 

us here —have gone through … a bit of discrimination here and there, 

racism here and there and obviously it wouldn’t be an easy task changing 

that, but it would be great seeing us improving on that (Participant F, 

focus group 2). 

However, they also expressed a desire to be involved in issues affecting young people in 

Ireland generally. For example, when discussing her perceptions of the Irish education 

system, another participant noted that: 

[M]any [young] people feel like ‘I can’t get in [to college] anyways and I’m 

not going to strive for it.’ … Even the Irish kids themselves, they end up at 

a place of ‘I can just get a FETAC [course] and get a work’ and … it’s 

really not good, it limits the mind … So I would definitely change the 

educational system to such a way that it can accommodate everybody in 

their different ways to strive for a better education, a better future 

because at the end of the day it brings out a better country (Participant J, 

focus group 2). 

Some of the participants demonstrated significant potential for youth leadership. One 

young person recalled how: 

We were sitting in Stephen’s Green yesterday after [a] … conference 

talking about different issues and it was so empowering and so motivat-

ing … We talked about real issues that were happening and they got to a 

point of even coming up with solutions and making connections between 

different things (Participant I, focus group 2). 

The potential for leadership and an interest in issues facing young people among migrant 

young people was also evident during discussions at the youth leadership training deliv-

ered by the CCRYS intercultural youth project. The participants in this training were from 

a range of ethnic minority backgrounds. One of the CCRYS project workers noted:

LGBT stuff came out during the training mainly through the Muslim girls 

that wear the veil. They were actually really, really concerned that their 

LGBT peers wouldn't be supported. It was really Interesting. All of them 

mentioned LGBT as an issue that they felt really strongly about

 v. Racism and Exclusion 

A key issue to emerge from across the all interviews and focus groups was the degree to 

which racism had become a ‘normal’ feature of young people’s lives. The research also 

found that, while friendships with young ‘Irish’ people had been formed, young people 

also experienced exclusion among their peers. 

Participants discussed misrepresentations of and racist attitudes towards both Muslims 

and black Africans. These had a significant impact on the young people whose respons-

es ranged from frustration to a deep sense of hurt. Some participants were frustrated by 

ignorance, misinformation or generalisations about Africa. According to one young 

person: 

I’ve lived in Africa. It’s not just bushes and forests and everything. Things 

happen in Africa. Beautiful things. But then again the way the Irish people 

ask is from the perception that they’ve been given. ‘Oh it’s just poverty. 

The people there are just struggling.’ All this kind of stuff. And they 

wouldn’t really know our cultures and the way we act to certain things 

(Participant K, focus group 2).

Another young person who had migrated to Ireland as a young adult recalled a conversa-

tion she had had with her younger brother who was born in Ireland. 

When I came to this country, my little brother asked me a question … ‘Do 

you sleep on a bed in Africa?’ And I said ‘hold on little brother. Why do 

you ask this question?’ And he was like ‘because our teacher was talking 

to us about Africa and he was saying literally that in Africa most people 

live in the bush, they don’t sleep on beds, they don’t have telly … like 

they’re struggling in Africa.’ And I said to him ‘Baby, when you go to 

school tomorrow, you tell teacher Africans are humans. They have a bed, 

they have telly’ (Participant F, focus group 2)

The following quotation from one young person typified the view among the Muslim girls 

that they were constantly judged on the basis of crimes committed in the name of Islam:

 

Sometimes, in the news they judge a whole community based on 10 

people and … that’s why people mostly when they see Muslims they think 

… ‘these people don’t give education to girls, they’re just bad, they do 

bombs, and 9/11 and stuff.’ They don’t think about the other good stuff we 

do (Participant P, focus group 3). 

Similarly, her friend commented that:

If they said something in the news that’s bad about Muslims, it does not 

mean I’m one of them. Maybe I’ve got other thinking. Maybe … they’re 

thinking they want to kill people, I’m not like that ... Islam is all about 

peace and loving people (Participant M, focus group 3).

Experiences of racism emerged too in the accounts of the young African women. One 

participant described the emotional and exclusionary effects of racist discourses about 

black Africans: 

Because most people think you just came from Africa and then started 

taking things from us, benefits, job-wise and other stuff. So I feel like a 

gold-digger (Participant F, focus group 2). 

In a similar vein, another young person noted:

Even sometimes I’m scared to go into ... the social welfare offices 

because I see all these eyes around me. I can’t wait to finish college and 

get myself a job so I don’t have to go back in there. It’s so scary. You go 

in there and you feel like ’oh my days, they’re all looking at me.’ I feel like 

I shouldn’t be here (Participant K, focus group 2).

The wounding effects of online racism and its consequences for migrants’ participation 

and sense of belonging in Irish society were also mentioned by a number of research 

participants. For one young person:

I feel if I read stuff in the media, if someone writes an article about 

migrants or stuff like that, the kind of comments from people - literally 

when I read them I feel, well these are people, this is society, that’s what 

they’re saying about migrants in the country. And when you read them, 

they are really, really horrible. It feels like ‘I should just hide in my room. I 

shouldn’t come out’… They smile but just pretending, but not letting some-

one fully in. Because what they write in the media and stuff like that isn’t 

really good, isn’t positive about migrants (Participant K, focus group 2).

In addition to general racist attitudes, participants also noted instances of bullying or 

exclusion by their peers which they believed were related to their Muslim identity, though 

it is important to emphasise that some participants also spoke of their Irish classmates 

being their ‘bestos’ [best friends]. One of them recalled:

Like in my class on the first day, one of the girls she didn’t really like me 

because I was wearing a scarf but then even like when I was writing with 

a pencil, I asked her did she want to write with it, and she was like ‘no, I 

won’t touch that’. And I was like ‘ok that’s your decision. What are you 

going to write with?’ And then in the school years, we’re actually like best 

pals now, literally. She just like knows me now. She just thought I was bad 

or something (Participant P, focus group 3). 

Another participant said:

Well I get bullied because I’m Muslim and I still do … I told my teacher 

and then she apologised to me and then she’s really nice to me. But then 

these girls these days, they’re not that nice to me. I’m actually not really 

sure why they’re not nice to me maybe because of the colour of my skin 

or something. But they like everybody else in the class and they don’t like 

me mostly. When people have birthday parties, this girl she had a birth-

day party and she invited the whole class except me (Participant Q, focus 

group 3). 

A further manifestation of racism and exclusion highlighted in the research were the phys-

ical threats or racist encounters from strangers in public experienced by some of the 

young people. These encounters took a highly gendered form particularly as they related 

to stereotypes about black women’s sexuality. One young person recalled:

On the buses I’ve had experience where these guys are like ‘come marry 

me, I’ll give you a green card’ and all this … And older guys as well …on 

the streets sometimes. I don’t think they would say the same thing to a 

young Irish person … I look like a kid! I could have been any age, coming 

up to you and being like ‘Hey, do you want to sleep with me tonight?’, like 

propositioning you … I’ve had a friend who was asked if she’s a prostitute 

(Participant I, focus group 2). 

A fellow participant responded that this had happened to her also: 

I was just innocently standing at a bus stop and someone said ‘do you 

want to come with me?’ I said ‘where?’ ‘I will pay you good’. I mean I really 

felt like ‘what do you take me for? You really think I’m just standing here 

waiting for you to ask me if you will pay me well’ (Participant H, focus 

group 2). 

The threat to young people’s safety and bodily integrity as a consequence of racism was 

also named by the CCRYS project workers. This, it was felt, had implications for youth 

work: 

When we did the training with the young people ... the sense that I got 

was they really, really want to get involved in stuff but there's an issue of 

safety. Really they don't feel safe in a lot of the spaces that are offered for 

them. In terms of the youth services, geographically again, we're talking 

about youth projects that are in areas that are pretty difficult, so the 

services that can provide a service to these young people or that are 

equipped to do it are not in areas that actually are safe enough for these 

young people to access. 

According to her colleague:

If you unpack the issues that young women are coming up against, 

there's mad stuff all together. If you're talking about the young women in 

the [mosque] ... if you can get to a conversation of their experience of 

living in the area, or areas like it, lots of stuff is coming up around how safe 

they feel on the streets, around … racist incidents, getting their hijabs 

pulled off them, being spat at, all that kind of stuff. It's so normalised, it's 

mad, crazy, you know? And not having a space to process that and just 

that sense of 'that's just the way it is.’

The parent of a young Muslim girl noted that: 

There is a lot of Islamaphobia going around at the moment. I do fear 

where I send my kids. I have to have different nationalities in that group to 

feel that my kids are going to be safe. If it’s just an all-Irish place, I’m not 

comfortable … I’m not comfortable, because they will always come back 

and say ‘So-and-so said this. So-and-so said that’ … I mean I’m not 

saying I want every single box to be ticked, even if it was just [a] multi-cul-

tural [group], I would be quite happy. 

Her responses also highlighted how her daughter’s agency and ‘voice’ were constrained 

by macro social policy concerning Muslims beyond Ireland, in this case the so-called 

‘Preventing Violent Extremism’   agenda in the UK. She explained that she liked to give her 

daughter the tools to respond to misrepresentations of Islam by teachers or peers. Howev-

er, she also cautioned her daughter to ‘be careful what you say [at school]’: 

Because she’s very voiceful. She gives her opinion. I’m also fearful at the 

moment of what’s happening in the UK. The government is asking 

schools to keep an eye on students to see who is extremist, and they 

should be reported and everything. I say to her ‘you have to be careful’. I 

don’t know what the agenda is here.

Finally, young people’s strategies for coping with racism or exclusion were mentioned. 

Both CCRYS workers noted that humour was one way in which young people managed 

their experiences of racism. For instance, young Muslims might humorously take on a 

stereotype as a means of satirising and coping with the association between Islam and 

terrorism:

I see [this use of humour by] young people in lots of different ways. It’s 

putting [the stereotype] out there and [saying] ‘I’ll get there before you do, 

you know?’ ‘This is who I am. And I know what you think. And [I] can laugh 

at it.’

It was further suggested that young people might ‘self-exclude’ from mainstream youth 

work or other related ‘white’ spaces in search of better ways of processing their experienc-

es. According to one young person: 

When you see [how] … the media [represent us] … [and]  all the experi-

ences that we’ve had, and you think about going to a predominantly white 

youth centre … with all that baggage, it’s kind of almost easier not to and 

to maybe self-organise … Because all of these things have an effect on 

you. So maybe you think forming a group that’s not [already] there, that’s 

with people who have shared experiences would be easier and more 

helpful (Participant I, focus group 2). 

4.2 The Role of Youth Work
In this section, we consider in turn the implications for youth work of each of the themes 

addressed in the preceding section with reference to relevant literature. We then discuss 

research findings which related specifically to youth work, highlighting its potential but 

also the ongoing challenges which remain with regard to the participation of young people 

from ethnic minority groups.  

i. Migration, Identity and Belonging

Our findings indicate that youth workers working with young people from ethnic minority 

groups may need to be aware of how issues pertaining to their personal and social identity 

affect their sense of belonging and wellbeing. The potential role of youth work in this 

regard was summed up by one of the CCRYS project workers: 

We have a whole generation of young people who are trying to negotiate 

what it feels to be both Muslim and Irish, both black and Irish and I see 

them struggling with this stuff. So that's one side of it. But I also see them 

have all the other stuff that happens to young people – having to deal with 

relationships and broken hearts and having trouble with school and 

clashing with their friends and stuff on the internet and getting into 

trouble. So you have all that … stuff of being a teenager … and then they 

have this extra layer of stuff … For me that's where youth work comes in. 

[It] makes space for young people to make sense of their own social 

reality and help them negotiate this. 

The findings also suggest that youth workers must walk a fine line between offering 

support where necessary while avoiding a situation where young people may feel inap-

propriately singled out (see also ní Laoire, et al, 2011). This work must take place in 

spaces where young people feel safe. Some of the findings - for instance, the comment 

by participant I above -indicate that this may need to happen in identity-specific groups 

or in groups comprising young people with shared exposure to or experience of the 

issue(s) in question. This is in keeping with commonly-held youth work values and 

approaches which are concerned with developing flexible responses to the particular 

needs of young people as they arise. 

ii. Parental and Community Regulation

While all young people face constraints on their personal autonomy, our research found 

evidence that young people from ethnic minorities may be subjected to greater parental 

regulation and community expectation than their ‘Irish’ peers. This suggests that youth 

work may have a role in providing a space for young people to process the sometimes 

conflicting expectations which they may face. It also raises challenges for how the princi-

ple of self-determination — that is ‘the non-directive enabling of young people to make 

decisions and choices in their lives’ (Imam and Bowler, 2010: 144)  — has traditionally 

been understood within youth work practice. For example, some parental involvement in 

activity choices may have to be countenanced in order to facilitate inclusion. 

This theme underscores the advice of previous strategies and guides for intercultural 

youth work (Lynam, 2009; NYCI/Youthnet, 2012) which emphasised that youth workers 

may need to purposively and patiently spend time building up the trust and buy-in of 

parents, guardians and community leaders. It also suggests that youth workers may need 

to be aware of the greater restrictions placed on some young migrants’ free time when 

planning the timing and location of activities.  

iii. Religious Beliefs and Observance

The centrality of religious faith in many young people’s lives carries with it a number of 

implications for youth work. Firstly, it suggests that practitioners need to increase their 

religious literacy. Indeed, there is some evidence of nascent efforts by youth workers to 

achieve this. One youth worker interviewed for the research noted that workers in her 

project who were working with Muslim children and parents in their homework club were 

‘trying to educate themselves [about different religions], so they’ve gotten books that are 

child-friendly around religion.’ 

With regard to young people’s location at the interface between conflicting value systems, 

the findings imply that youth workers may have a role to play in supporting young people 

to discuss and debate different worldviews in a safe and respectful environment. There 

may also be a role for youth work in supporting young people to discuss complex issues 

surrounding individual sexuality which may not be addressed at home. For instance, 

according to one of the migrant community leaders: 

A lot of what is going there are issues … to do with sexuality, and sexual 

identity that you’d find within the African community it’s a no-go area. 

People assume there are no gay people or … whatever … You cannot 

lead them … but you need to create space where the conversations can 

be had (Participant A, focus group 1).

Changes to youth work practice may also be required in order to accommodate the religi-

osity within many ethnic minority families. For example, our research found evidence of 

how one youth project within the Canal Communities area managed, after some difficul-

ties, to accommodate the needs of the Muslim children in relation to Halal food. 

With regard to young Muslim women specifically, the research indicates that youth work-

ers must find ways of accommodating the parental regulation which they may face, while 

avoiding stereotypes of young Muslim women as passive or without a voice (see McGarry, 

2012). It is also important not to create the impression that religious observance should or 

could inevitably exclude them from youth work. Up to 18 young girls from one Dublin 

mosque engaged with the CCRYS intercultural youth project during its lifetime. For two or 

three of these young people, their participation was confined to activities within the 

mosque. For most of the others, their participation was permitted in youth activities outside 

the mosque where relationships of trust had been established with those carrying them 

out and if one of the Muslim volunteers was also present. One of the CCRYS intercultural 

youth project workers expressed the view that with more time, they could have deepened 

the relationship of trust with Muslim parents and religious leaders to a point where more 

young women could access activities without the involvement of parents or adult mem-

bers of the Muslim community. This also underlines the importance of involving workers 

and volunteers from ethnic minority communities in youth work. 

In order to widen the participation of young Muslim women in youth work, however, the 

provision of youth work to gender-specific groups will have to be considered (see also 

McGarry, 2012; for an opposing perspective, see Cressey, 2006). Failure to offer a dedi-

cated space to young Muslim women will result in their exclusion. There is considerable 

precedent for gender-specific groups within youth work. These have been undertaken 

with members of the Traveller Community and in relation to matters such as sexual health 

(NYCI, 2012). Gender-specific youth work has long been regarded as a means of 

addressing the specific needs of young women and of mitigating young women’s margin-

alisation within youth work spaces (Hanbury, Lee and Batsleer, 2010). 

Finally, in highlighting this theme, we also suggest that, as practitioners, we avoid a binary 

understanding of the differences between Muslim and non-Muslim/Christian and 

non-Christian value systems and remember that religious and cultural communities are 

complex, heterogeneous and dynamic. As we have seen, differing interpretations of 

religious doctrine and cultural practices — such as the prohibition on ‘free-mixing’ (mixed 

activities between male and female) or attitudes to young women’s sporting activities 

—are evident among adherents of the same faith.

iv. Leadership and Civic/Political Participation

Many of our findings challenge stereotypes of young migrants as passively ‘in need’ of 

integration (see ní Laoire et al, 2011). This is particularly in evidence in the findings relat-

ing to young people’s leadership and desire to activate social change. While we cannot 

make any claims as to the typicality of these young people’s perspectives, such findings 

appear highly relevant to youth work given its central concern with enabling young 

people’s voice. Furthermore, it is significant that the young African women had self-organ-

ised as a group, with the support of the migrant women’s organisation and of CCRYS itself. 

This indicates a possible role for youth workers and other trusted allies in enabling young 

migrants’ self-organisation where such a need exists.  

v. Racism and Exclusion

Our research confirms the findings of previous research in relation to the prevalence of 

racism in young migrants’ lives (see also Gilligan et al, 2010; ní Laoire, 2011; Szlovák and 

Szewczyk, 2015). This theme has a number of important consequences for youth work.

 

Firstly, a meaningful youth work relationship may help young people to process their expe-

riences of racism, experiences which are multi-faceted and gendered. Secondly, critical, 

open, non-judgemental conversations of the type advocated by Thomas and Henri (2011) 

are crucial to supporting young people to address their racist views. Youth work’s capaci-

ty for creative, flexible approaches is relevant in this regard.  For example, one youth 

worker described her project’s use of ‘Theatre of the Oppressed’ methodology with young 

people as a means of initiating what Thomas (2002: 60) calls ‘conversations with a 

purpose’ in relation to matters of social injustice. Nonetheless, deeply held racist attitudes 

among some of the young people attending some youth services are clearly a problem to 

which there is no easy solution. Thomas and Henri (2011) who have worked with young 

white people within communities characterised by deep racial divisions in northern 

England have suggested that opportunities for cross-community interaction on a planned 

and sustained basis can make a difference here. Where young people cannot attend 

youth services due to fears of racism and personal safety or who ‘self-exclude’ in the 

manner described by some of our young participants, there is an imperative that alterna-

tive spaces for flexible, youth-centred support are identified and resourced. All these 

steps may depend on youth organisations building greater fluency around racism and 

diversity issues.

 vi. Barriers to Accessing Youth Work

In addition to the findings set out above, the research identified a number of barriers to the 

participation in youth work by young people from ethnic minorities. These relate to how 

youth work is often structured and resourced. 

Firstly, constraints associated with the geographical boundaries of youth organisation’s 

catchment areas were noted. It was suggested by the CCRYS intercultural youth project 

workers that many young people from ethnic minorities are congregating in spaces, such 

as their mosque, which are outside the areas in which they live. This means that they are 

less likely to access youth work services in the areas where they reside.  

Secondly and relatedly, the sort of outreach which is traditionally undertaken by youth 

services, for instance, through street work or in social housing estates, does not enable 

contact with young people who are congregating in different sorts of spaces, such as 

mosques. This can render them invisible to youth services.  

Thirdly, although we have mentioned matters of ethnic identity, the question of social class 

is also relevant to our study. Youth work in some areas has been built up over many years 

to respond to the needs of young people deemed ‘at risk’ due to their specific experiences 

of class-based exclusion and inequality.   Such youth services may use models of practice 

which are focused on the issues facing young people ‘at risk’ of involvement in addiction 

or crime. It was suggested that these issues may not be as relevant to many young people 

from ethnic minority communities. According to one youth worker for instance:  

Young people come here when their needs are not being met. Their risk 

level is very different. Drug use is quite serious here and young people 

quite young are getting involved in running and taking drugs, particularly 

smoking grass and I mean from 9, 10 years of age, very young. I don’t see 

Muslim children getting involved in that kind of activity. 

Finally, a shortage of resources placed significant pressure on youth organisations and 

undermined their capacity to keep the issue of intercultural youth work consistently on 

their agenda. According to one youth worker, for example:

We are down to the wire here and I’m really not just moaning saying that, 

we genuinely are. There’s a lot of stuff we’ve had to just drop because we 

just can’t manage it. And I’m really trying to be careful that people don’t 

do over their hours. Because you can get burned out very easily. 

Her colleague in another youth project expressed the view that

When things get very busy we revert to type. We go back to ... what we 

are supposed to do – all about those [young people] most at risk that 

present in that chaotic way … so it can be very easy to put [efforts to 

include ethnic minority young people] by the wayside … because there is 

so much [else to do] … You have to have that passion within you, you 

have to have that want within you [to do additional work to reach ethnic 

minority young people]. It’s not as if you’re going to have nothing [else] to 

do. So someone has to come and say – and from up high, our funders – 

that this is an issue, this is something that we want you to look at.

One of the CCRYS project workers expressed the view that:  

Youth projects, from what I can see, that engage with more diverse young 

people - in the sense of class - seem to find it easier to attract young 

people from ethnic minority communities … I think it might be linked to 

resources. Projects that are stripped to the bare bones [often] concen-

trate on firefighting with the most ‘at risk’ young people and this can 

create youth work spaces that are inaccessible or tough for minority 

ethnic young people. 

vii. The Potential of Youth Work 

Although we have highlighted barriers within youth work, our research also illuminated its 

relevance and the potential it offers for including young people from ethnic minority 

groups and for addressing some of their needs. Firstly, despite the constraints they faced, 

there was evidence of a ‘buy-in’ from youth services to the principle of inclusive youth 

work. According to one youth worker for example:

I was a very loud voice in team meetings that we don’t need to change 

any strategy [to include more young people from ethnic minorities], that 

young people are young people and the door is always open, it’s all about 

voluntary participation. If they want to come, we’ll sort it out then and 

integrate. I still have part of those views. But with [CCRYS intercultural 

youth project worker] arriving and some of the conversations with her … 

it just let me know that it’s just not that simple. In a way that was a bit of a 

cop-out … you have to make that effort. You have to make it appealing in 

some way, shape or form.

One of the youth projects in the area had succeeded in including young people from a 

range of ethnic minority backgrounds in mainstream youth work activities. Another project 

had not succeeded in attracting many teenagers from ethnic minority communities but it 

had a significant numbers of Muslim children in its homework club. She recalled:

[We] would always encourage in the homework clubs that parents would 

go along to trips and different things. So the Muslim women just took it up 

really quickly. I’ve often seen them bringing in food and everything to the 

homework clubs. Particularly in the summer project they were making 

sweets that they make and the kids were all loving them. And it was 

getting to a point last summer where the kids were putting orders in, 

saying ‘will you bring sweets to this trip?’ And it was all really nice. And it 

was a really nice way to integrate the kids in and the parents in, and I 

suppose to try and tackle the whole racism issue, but in a normal way. 

 

Secondly, youth work’s flexibility and its capacity to engage young people and foster 

cross-community interaction in creative ways also emerged. A youth worker recalled a 

project organised in collaboration with the CCRYS intercultural youth project:

The graffiti around Fatima… was a project that we did with two artists 

[who] came over from England. One was Muslim and one was 

English-Irish so we did graffiti on the pitch around there. It was basically 

of the flats and a butterfly emerging [to symbolise] the whole regeneration 

[process] because the Muslim symbols are very similar to the old Celtic 

symbols so that was put onto it as well. So that and the fact that one of the 

artists was Muslim, the young people were asking a lot of questions about 

stuff that they’re just curious about, that they don’t understand. And we 

[youth workers] were as well because there’s loads I obviously don’t know 

… And the young people, because they were able to talk to him and he 

was a graffiti artist, so he was cool and they were asking him loads of 

questions and he was very honest … So that was really good. 

Thirdly, youth work offers a means where young people can simply be ‘young’ without the 

label of ‘migrant’. For instance, one young person recalled her participation in Foróige’s 

‘Big Brother, Big Sister’ mentoring programme:

I loved [it] because there wasn’t really anything about me being from a 

migrant background. It was about me being a role model for another 

young person growing up in my school and stuff like that (Participant G, 

focus group 2).
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In what follows, we outline our findings with regard to our previously stated research aims. 

Our first section below, ‘Issues Experienced by Young People from Ethnic Minorities’, 
identifies five significant, intertwined themes. These are, firstly, the challenges young 

people face in navigating the multiple and sometimes conflicting forces which shape their 

sense of personal and social identity and which inform their sense of belonging; secondly, 

the impact on young people of parental and community expectations; thirdly, the signifi-

cance of religious observance and religious influences in young people’s lives; fourthly, 

opportunities for leadership and civic or political participation and fifthly, the ongoing 

reality of racism in young people’s lives.

 

The next section, ‘the Role of Youth Work’, considers the implications for youth work of 

these themes and provides an account of our findings with regard to youth work and the 

inclusion of young people from ethnic minorities. The subsequent section, ‘CCRYS Inter-
cultural Youth Project: What Lessons Can We Learn?’, focuses specifically on the 

experiences of the intercultural youth project within CCRYS. We analyse some of the key 

successes, challenges and complexities which the project and its partner organisations 

encountered during its lifetime and consider the implications of these for youth work. 

Our final section provides some brief conclusions to the study and offers recommenda-

tions for furthering youth work with young migrants based on the results of our study. 

4.1 Issues Experienced by Young People 
from Ethnic Minorities 
i.        Migration, Identity and Belonging 
Our research suggested that young people, particularly those who were born in Ireland or 

who arrived here as children, feel an affinity with more than one national or cultural identi-

ty. For instance, in their responses to a question on this matter on the questionnaire 

distributed prior to the focus groups, some of the young people described themselves in 

hyphenated terms such as ‘Irish-Congolese’, ‘Cameroonian-Irish’ or ‘Palestinian-Irish’. 

The research also indicated, however, that young people can face difficulties in navigat-

ing and expressing the different aspects of their ethnic and cultural identities. These 

difficulties manifested in a number of areas. Firstly, it was apparent that many young 

people do not identify with their ‘country of origin’ as strongly as their parents or older 

siblings. In a quotation which underscores the child-specific nature of the migration expe-

rience, one migrant community leader suggested that:

 

[Many] parents don’t seem to understand what migration is for their kids. 

Like for me, I can always say ‘I can go back to Zimbabwe’. But for [the 

young people], Zimbabwe … [is] not necessarily home. [In] Ireland … 

people meet them and say ‘go back to Africa’. But that’s not a reality for 

them. So because of colour of skin or even because of religion there’s an 

expectation that when you say ‘home’ you mean somewhere outside of 

Ireland or off the continent of Europe. And because parents have 

options [to go to another place they call ‘home’], they don’t seem to 

realise that their kids don’t have that option and nobody is talking about 

[this] (Participant A, focus group 1). 

The complex socialisation and sense of identity of second and ‘1.5’ generation young 

people meant that they sometimes have to negotiate differing expectations. A CCRYS 

project worker described the sorts of issues which she had discussed with young 

people: 

   

They were saying that … a lot of their parents want them to keep their 

culture but a lot of parents want them to assimilate and they will push 

them to do stuff. The young people keep saying that they [are] being 

pushed everywhere and in all directions and by everybody … A huge 

amount of pressure … And … [their] sense of Irishness, it seems really 

complex, really difficult, more so because there is no space given to 

them for support with it and no one is giving them that support

Secondly, young people recalled difficulties in ‘escaping’ particular labels or responses 

which made them feel ‘different’ at a time when they wished to blend in with their peers. 

According to one young person: 

I’ve been involved in mainstream youth work … when I was younger ... 

They had certain things that I was really interested in like a youth forum 

and a choir. So I felt listened to … But I think youth work sometimes is 

very constrained and for people maybe from a migrant background it 

might be harder. Because at this age when you’re young you’re trying to 

navigate your identity and when you go into a youth club — that’s your 

identity. You’re black. You’re from a migrant background. And it’s some-

thing that’s stamped on you and I think people might shy away from that 

a little bit. I went through that as well. Because first of all I have interests 

but when you go there they’re like ‘oh where are you from?’ All these ques-

tions and you’re not really sure where you stand as well in your identity as 

yourself (Participant I, focus group 2). 

Relatedly, although some participants felt that culturally-related events to promote interac-

tion among young people were of value, the efficacy of once-off ‘intercultural’ days based 

on superficial markers of culture was questioned. One migrant community leader noted:

 

We were talking … to some kids, they were saying that some schools do 

… cultural days … and they say ‘you bring whatever from your country’, 

and they [the young people] were saying they don’t like it because it 

means they are on the platform, they are being showcased ... this is the 

show and everyone has to pay attention to them (Participant A, focus 

group 1). 

Finally, despite the desire to minimise their ethnic or cultural differences, paradoxically 

perhaps, the need for young people to find a ‘voice’ and a space with other young people 

to discuss and process those very factors which render them different was identified. 

Another migrant leader noted that:

I was born in [North Africa] and I grew up in [Europe] and … the pressure 

you are talking about, the parents, the community … Like each individual 

experiences it in a different way and they have a different way to go 

through it and manage it. But … there’s a conflict around them [young 

people] and a conflict in them. So I know how they feel and I know when 

they are given a voice, they can get to the next step (Participant C, focus 

group 1).

One of the young participants described some of the reasons for her participation in a 

self-organised young women’s group: 

If you ask many of us now compared to our parents’ mindset it’s going to 

be totally changing [different] from their mindsets so [participating in this 

group], it’s this thing of ‘we have a common ground’. Because here we 

are caught in two positions – we’ve come to this new society where they 

have their own way of going; our parents have their own way of going at 

home. Where does the balance step in? Do I have people who under-

stand that balance in my head? (Participant G, focus group 2). 

ii. Parental and Community Regulation

A second, interrelated topic to emerge from the data was the impact on young people of 

intergenerational differences with regard to matters such as appropriate behaviour or 

cultural norms. Young people often had to deal with differences between the expectations 

of their parents or communities and those of their peers and the wider ‘Irish’ community. 

For instance, culturally specific understandings of young people’s personal autonomy 

were apparent. During discussions with the young African women, the matter of parental 

discipline was discussed. One participant argued that:

 

Our parents have a different mindset. … Because if I want to … maybe … 

blend in with the real [sic] kids who grew up here, their parents let them 

go out at 14 until 10pm, at 15 until 11pm, all the parties. And my parents 

are like ‘you better be home at 7’ (Participant J, focus group 2). 

She added that: 

I know African people have many different cultures, but I think one thing 

that we have in common is our parents – there’s some kind of discipline 

that runs around Africa. I don’t know how, why, but it’s present in nearly 

every country

There was a gendered dimension to the theme of young people’s autonomy, though 

young women’s sense of agency also emerged strongly from the data. Another partici-

pant suggested that: 

Even in our own families how we’re treated because we’re girls to our 

brothers is totally different, and how sometimes -  I’m talking from my own 

experience here – as if I had an older brother, he probably would have 

been allowed out and about and been involved in a lot of things more than 

I would I feel. Unfortunately my parents are unlucky they got a girl that is 

kind of like a boy – so I didn’t really need that permission, I just went for it 

(Participant G, focus group 2). 

While limitations on young people’s autonomy appears to stem from particular cultural 

and religious attitudes towards matters such as gender, parenting and childhood, they 

are also partly attributable to parental fears for their children’s safety in a context of signifi-

cant levels of societal racism – a theme we address in more detail below. For example, the 

parent whom we interviewed noted that: 

[My daughter] has said to me ‘Mum, I want to go in a protest’. I’m saying 

‘no you’re not going’. Because in the protest things can go wrong and 

you’ve put yourself in danger. So you have to protect yourself. There is 

other ways of protesting — whether it’s writing or voicing — but don’t go 

there and be screaming and shouting. People have different kinds of 

banners on them … So you have to choose carefully in what you partici-

pate in and don’t participate in. We are still a minority here and it’s very 

easy for people to attack us. So I am very, very cautious.

She recalled the responses of some of her daughter’s friends upon hearing that she was 

allowed to travel alone on the bus:

 

[My daughter] was talking to some of the Muslim girls, and they were like 

'Your parents let you get the bus? Aren't you scared? They let you? That's 

so dangerous!' But this is what they have been told.  It's unsafe for you to 

be outside.

It was also noted that young women can face pressures from their wider communities with 

regard to expectations of appropriate behaviour. In reference to the young Muslim women 

she worked with, one of the CCRYS project workers noted that:

[Many people in their community have] an opinion about them and are 

very vocal about it. They have women who aren’t related to them but are 

‘aunties’ telling them that they shouldn’t have Facebook [etc.] … and 

others are saying ‘no it’s fine’.

A group of young Muslim women became enthusiastic members of a football club for girls. 

While their participation was supported by their parents, it was also met with some nega-

tive responses from other community members. According to the same project worker:

 

Stuff … comes up for the girls [who are] playing soccer in the hijab … 

There is a bit of a backlash from some people in the community saying 

'this isn't for Muslims'. So they're pushing in a particular direction. But 

there's a huge amount of pressure put on them which says, 'Ok, if you 

want to play football, you have to be a perfect Muslim. You don't give them 

[some members of the community] anything that they can throw at you'. 

So they're carrying this responsibility. They're pushing forward and they're 

groundbreakers. But they're not allowed to make mistakes like other 

young people do as the … community is watching them. 

 

While parental and community regulation can constrain the activities of some young 

Muslims, there is also clear evidence of a diversity of perspectives among migrant 

parents and leaders. While careful not to expose their children to harm, the parent and 

leader whom we interviewed both acted as positive role models for the young women in 

their care and were anxious that they had as many opportunities for social interaction and 

personal development as possible. As the parent explained with regard to youth work:

It … empower[s] the girls with tools that they could actually bring to their 

future life … [My daughter] understands more about youth work and 

participating and voicing and how … to do a campaign ... This is some-

thing that was alien to me and it was alien to her as well. When she came 

last night [from the CCRYS leadership training] she said ‘that was really 

intense. I don’t know if I took anything in.’ But she did, you know? From 

talking to her, she had [taken it in] … And this is something I would like 

my daughter or my children to carry on with. 

iii.  Religious Beliefs and Observance 

Religious faith and practice were central features in the lives of many of the young partici-

pants in this study. Three key findings were noted with regard to this. Firstly, religion is a 

key source of support and strength in their lives. The following comment from one young 

person exemplified this view:

Church … again comes down to this idea of community. You are sharing 

something in common, you’re supporting each other’s faith as well and 

also I think the support does not just come from the people but from your 

belief itself. Because I believe in God and I get my strength from knowing 

that he is going to help me (Participant G, focus group 2). 

Secondly, the research found that young people are often located at the intersection of 

different value systems and that their religious backgrounds played a key role in this. It 

was suggested that negotiating these different value systems created tensions and pres-

sures in the young people’s lives. For example, the focus group with community and 

religious leaders occurred shortly after the 2015 Marriage Equality referendum in Ireland. 

It was pointed out by the participants that many people in their communities that were 

affiliated with African Pentecostal Churches were opposed to civil marriage for gay and 

lesbian people. The Methodist minister, for instance, noted that those among the second 

generation that supported a ‘no’ vote were reproached by their peers while those that 

advocated a ‘yes’ faced recrimination from their family or community. He added:

The school [is] educating the child for 20 hours a week. But any good 

African Pentecostal Church, you’re going to have a very high level of 

involvement with it. So there’s this double value formation … [At] my 

school, all the kids did a ‘vote yes’ thing and then in the evening you go to 

a prayer meeting, and it’s ‘vote no’. And it’s the … youth that are … having 

to negotiate [that] (Participant D, focus group 1) 

One of the CCRYS project workers noted the ‘conflictual messages’ which the young 

people were receiving: 

I remember that came out from [one young person during the leadership 

training we did] when she was talking about one of the challenges … 

about becoming an activist and getting projects off the ground. She 

named religious conservatism. But she constantly talks about different 

issues, about LGBT rights and I thought 'this is mad.' She’s probably hear-

ing all of these things [LGBT rights etc.] in school … and then she's prob-

ably hearing other things in other spaces. 

A third finding to emerge in relation to religious observance was its implications for partici-

pation in youth work. One of our focus group participants had established a girls’ group 

within her mosque. However, some other community members were fearful of her efforts 

to introduce structured youth activities. Their objections appeared to centre on a fear that 

involvement in youth activities might dilute or detract from the young people’s understand-

ing and practice of Islam. According to a parent of one of the girls:

[The young people] all want activities, they all want activities. But [some 

of] the older women – the mothers maybe - have objections. It’s a conflict 

of culture … between generations … [The young people are] going to 

non-Muslim schools. You know your environment influences you. And 

they’re still young as well you have to remember. They’re not fully under-

standing Islam … The older generations understand Islam better. And 

there’s kind of a conflict there. 

She mentioned that anyone working with Muslim youth would need to be very aware of ‘the 

needs of the Muslim child’, including, for instance, the prohibition of ‘free-mixing’, that is, 

socialising between young men and women. She further noted that the presence of youth 

workers from the Muslim religion would be of great benefit in allaying parental and com-

munity fears.

iv.  Leadership and Civic/Political Participation 

The research found that some of the young women wished to be involved in issue-based 

work. This was particularly apparent among the young African women who were already 

affiliated with a migrant women’s rights organisation. As one of them said, ‘we’re literally 

dying of ideas to improve our community or improve the nation.’ The young women’s 

responses reflected their concern with migrant-specific inequalities.

According to one participant:

We are migrant women in this country and we — I believe almost half of 

us here —have gone through … a bit of discrimination here and there, 

racism here and there and obviously it wouldn’t be an easy task changing 

that, but it would be great seeing us improving on that (Participant F, 

focus group 2). 

However, they also expressed a desire to be involved in issues affecting young people in 

Ireland generally. For example, when discussing her perceptions of the Irish education 

system, another participant noted that: 

[M]any [young] people feel like ‘I can’t get in [to college] anyways and I’m 

not going to strive for it.’ … Even the Irish kids themselves, they end up at 

a place of ‘I can just get a FETAC [course] and get a work’ and … it’s 

really not good, it limits the mind … So I would definitely change the 

educational system to such a way that it can accommodate everybody in 

their different ways to strive for a better education, a better future 

because at the end of the day it brings out a better country (Participant J, 

focus group 2). 

Some of the participants demonstrated significant potential for youth leadership. One 

young person recalled how: 

We were sitting in Stephen’s Green yesterday after [a] … conference 

talking about different issues and it was so empowering and so motivat-

ing … We talked about real issues that were happening and they got to a 

point of even coming up with solutions and making connections between 

different things (Participant I, focus group 2). 

The potential for leadership and an interest in issues facing young people among migrant 

young people was also evident during discussions at the youth leadership training deliv-

ered by the CCRYS intercultural youth project. The participants in this training were from 

a range of ethnic minority backgrounds. One of the CCRYS project workers noted:

LGBT stuff came out during the training mainly through the Muslim girls 

that wear the veil. They were actually really, really concerned that their 

LGBT peers wouldn't be supported. It was really Interesting. All of them 

mentioned LGBT as an issue that they felt really strongly about

 v. Racism and Exclusion 

A key issue to emerge from across the all interviews and focus groups was the degree to 

which racism had become a ‘normal’ feature of young people’s lives. The research also 

found that, while friendships with young ‘Irish’ people had been formed, young people 

also experienced exclusion among their peers. 

Participants discussed misrepresentations of and racist attitudes towards both Muslims 

and black Africans. These had a significant impact on the young people whose respons-

es ranged from frustration to a deep sense of hurt. Some participants were frustrated by 

ignorance, misinformation or generalisations about Africa. According to one young 

person: 

I’ve lived in Africa. It’s not just bushes and forests and everything. Things 

happen in Africa. Beautiful things. But then again the way the Irish people 

ask is from the perception that they’ve been given. ‘Oh it’s just poverty. 

The people there are just struggling.’ All this kind of stuff. And they 

wouldn’t really know our cultures and the way we act to certain things 

(Participant K, focus group 2).

Another young person who had migrated to Ireland as a young adult recalled a conversa-

tion she had had with her younger brother who was born in Ireland. 

When I came to this country, my little brother asked me a question … ‘Do 

you sleep on a bed in Africa?’ And I said ‘hold on little brother. Why do 

you ask this question?’ And he was like ‘because our teacher was talking 

to us about Africa and he was saying literally that in Africa most people 

live in the bush, they don’t sleep on beds, they don’t have telly … like 

they’re struggling in Africa.’ And I said to him ‘Baby, when you go to 

school tomorrow, you tell teacher Africans are humans. They have a bed, 

they have telly’ (Participant F, focus group 2)

The following quotation from one young person typified the view among the Muslim girls 

that they were constantly judged on the basis of crimes committed in the name of Islam:

 

Sometimes, in the news they judge a whole community based on 10 

people and … that’s why people mostly when they see Muslims they think 

… ‘these people don’t give education to girls, they’re just bad, they do 

bombs, and 9/11 and stuff.’ They don’t think about the other good stuff we 

do (Participant P, focus group 3). 

Similarly, her friend commented that:

If they said something in the news that’s bad about Muslims, it does not 

mean I’m one of them. Maybe I’ve got other thinking. Maybe … they’re 

thinking they want to kill people, I’m not like that ... Islam is all about 

peace and loving people (Participant M, focus group 3).

Experiences of racism emerged too in the accounts of the young African women. One 

participant described the emotional and exclusionary effects of racist discourses about 

black Africans: 

Because most people think you just came from Africa and then started 

taking things from us, benefits, job-wise and other stuff. So I feel like a 

gold-digger (Participant F, focus group 2). 

In a similar vein, another young person noted:

Even sometimes I’m scared to go into ... the social welfare offices 

because I see all these eyes around me. I can’t wait to finish college and 

get myself a job so I don’t have to go back in there. It’s so scary. You go 

in there and you feel like ’oh my days, they’re all looking at me.’ I feel like 

I shouldn’t be here (Participant K, focus group 2).

The wounding effects of online racism and its consequences for migrants’ participation 

and sense of belonging in Irish society were also mentioned by a number of research 

participants. For one young person:

I feel if I read stuff in the media, if someone writes an article about 

migrants or stuff like that, the kind of comments from people - literally 

when I read them I feel, well these are people, this is society, that’s what 

they’re saying about migrants in the country. And when you read them, 

they are really, really horrible. It feels like ‘I should just hide in my room. I 

shouldn’t come out’… They smile but just pretending, but not letting some-

one fully in. Because what they write in the media and stuff like that isn’t 

really good, isn’t positive about migrants (Participant K, focus group 2).

In addition to general racist attitudes, participants also noted instances of bullying or 

exclusion by their peers which they believed were related to their Muslim identity, though 

it is important to emphasise that some participants also spoke of their Irish classmates 

being their ‘bestos’ [best friends]. One of them recalled:

Like in my class on the first day, one of the girls she didn’t really like me 

because I was wearing a scarf but then even like when I was writing with 

a pencil, I asked her did she want to write with it, and she was like ‘no, I 

won’t touch that’. And I was like ‘ok that’s your decision. What are you 

going to write with?’ And then in the school years, we’re actually like best 

pals now, literally. She just like knows me now. She just thought I was bad 

or something (Participant P, focus group 3). 

Another participant said:

Well I get bullied because I’m Muslim and I still do … I told my teacher 

and then she apologised to me and then she’s really nice to me. But then 

these girls these days, they’re not that nice to me. I’m actually not really 

sure why they’re not nice to me maybe because of the colour of my skin 

or something. But they like everybody else in the class and they don’t like 

me mostly. When people have birthday parties, this girl she had a birth-

day party and she invited the whole class except me (Participant Q, focus 

group 3). 

A further manifestation of racism and exclusion highlighted in the research were the phys-

ical threats or racist encounters from strangers in public experienced by some of the 

young people. These encounters took a highly gendered form particularly as they related 

to stereotypes about black women’s sexuality. One young person recalled:

On the buses I’ve had experience where these guys are like ‘come marry 

me, I’ll give you a green card’ and all this … And older guys as well …on 

the streets sometimes. I don’t think they would say the same thing to a 

young Irish person … I look like a kid! I could have been any age, coming 

up to you and being like ‘Hey, do you want to sleep with me tonight?’, like 

propositioning you … I’ve had a friend who was asked if she’s a prostitute 

(Participant I, focus group 2). 

A fellow participant responded that this had happened to her also: 

I was just innocently standing at a bus stop and someone said ‘do you 

want to come with me?’ I said ‘where?’ ‘I will pay you good’. I mean I really 

felt like ‘what do you take me for? You really think I’m just standing here 

waiting for you to ask me if you will pay me well’ (Participant H, focus 

group 2). 

The threat to young people’s safety and bodily integrity as a consequence of racism was 

also named by the CCRYS project workers. This, it was felt, had implications for youth 

work: 

When we did the training with the young people ... the sense that I got 

was they really, really want to get involved in stuff but there's an issue of 

safety. Really they don't feel safe in a lot of the spaces that are offered for 

them. In terms of the youth services, geographically again, we're talking 

about youth projects that are in areas that are pretty difficult, so the 

services that can provide a service to these young people or that are 

equipped to do it are not in areas that actually are safe enough for these 

young people to access. 

According to her colleague:

If you unpack the issues that young women are coming up against, 

there's mad stuff all together. If you're talking about the young women in 

the [mosque] ... if you can get to a conversation of their experience of 

living in the area, or areas like it, lots of stuff is coming up around how safe 

they feel on the streets, around … racist incidents, getting their hijabs 

pulled off them, being spat at, all that kind of stuff. It's so normalised, it's 

mad, crazy, you know? And not having a space to process that and just 

that sense of 'that's just the way it is.’

The parent of a young Muslim girl noted that: 

There is a lot of Islamaphobia going around at the moment. I do fear 

where I send my kids. I have to have different nationalities in that group to 

feel that my kids are going to be safe. If it’s just an all-Irish place, I’m not 

comfortable … I’m not comfortable, because they will always come back 

and say ‘So-and-so said this. So-and-so said that’ … I mean I’m not 

saying I want every single box to be ticked, even if it was just [a] multi-cul-

tural [group], I would be quite happy. 

Her responses also highlighted how her daughter’s agency and ‘voice’ were constrained 

by macro social policy concerning Muslims beyond Ireland, in this case the so-called 

‘Preventing Violent Extremism’   agenda in the UK. She explained that she liked to give her 

daughter the tools to respond to misrepresentations of Islam by teachers or peers. Howev-

er, she also cautioned her daughter to ‘be careful what you say [at school]’: 

Because she’s very voiceful. She gives her opinion. I’m also fearful at the 

moment of what’s happening in the UK. The government is asking 

schools to keep an eye on students to see who is extremist, and they 

should be reported and everything. I say to her ‘you have to be careful’. I 

don’t know what the agenda is here.

Finally, young people’s strategies for coping with racism or exclusion were mentioned. 

Both CCRYS workers noted that humour was one way in which young people managed 

their experiences of racism. For instance, young Muslims might humorously take on a 

stereotype as a means of satirising and coping with the association between Islam and 

terrorism:

I see [this use of humour by] young people in lots of different ways. It’s 

putting [the stereotype] out there and [saying] ‘I’ll get there before you do, 

you know?’ ‘This is who I am. And I know what you think. And [I] can laugh 

at it.’

It was further suggested that young people might ‘self-exclude’ from mainstream youth 

work or other related ‘white’ spaces in search of better ways of processing their experienc-

es. According to one young person: 

When you see [how] … the media [represent us] … [and]  all the experi-

ences that we’ve had, and you think about going to a predominantly white 

youth centre … with all that baggage, it’s kind of almost easier not to and 

to maybe self-organise … Because all of these things have an effect on 

you. So maybe you think forming a group that’s not [already] there, that’s 

with people who have shared experiences would be easier and more 

helpful (Participant I, focus group 2). 

4.2 The Role of Youth Work
In this section, we consider in turn the implications for youth work of each of the themes 

addressed in the preceding section with reference to relevant literature. We then discuss 

research findings which related specifically to youth work, highlighting its potential but 

also the ongoing challenges which remain with regard to the participation of young people 

from ethnic minority groups.  

i. Migration, Identity and Belonging

Our findings indicate that youth workers working with young people from ethnic minority 

groups may need to be aware of how issues pertaining to their personal and social identity 

affect their sense of belonging and wellbeing. The potential role of youth work in this 

regard was summed up by one of the CCRYS project workers: 

We have a whole generation of young people who are trying to negotiate 

what it feels to be both Muslim and Irish, both black and Irish and I see 

them struggling with this stuff. So that's one side of it. But I also see them 

have all the other stuff that happens to young people – having to deal with 

relationships and broken hearts and having trouble with school and 

clashing with their friends and stuff on the internet and getting into 

trouble. So you have all that … stuff of being a teenager … and then they 

have this extra layer of stuff … For me that's where youth work comes in. 

[It] makes space for young people to make sense of their own social 

reality and help them negotiate this. 

The findings also suggest that youth workers must walk a fine line between offering 

support where necessary while avoiding a situation where young people may feel inap-

propriately singled out (see also ní Laoire, et al, 2011). This work must take place in 

spaces where young people feel safe. Some of the findings - for instance, the comment 

by participant I above -indicate that this may need to happen in identity-specific groups 

or in groups comprising young people with shared exposure to or experience of the 

issue(s) in question. This is in keeping with commonly-held youth work values and 

approaches which are concerned with developing flexible responses to the particular 

needs of young people as they arise. 

ii. Parental and Community Regulation

While all young people face constraints on their personal autonomy, our research found 

evidence that young people from ethnic minorities may be subjected to greater parental 

regulation and community expectation than their ‘Irish’ peers. This suggests that youth 

work may have a role in providing a space for young people to process the sometimes 

conflicting expectations which they may face. It also raises challenges for how the princi-

ple of self-determination — that is ‘the non-directive enabling of young people to make 

decisions and choices in their lives’ (Imam and Bowler, 2010: 144)  — has traditionally 

been understood within youth work practice. For example, some parental involvement in 

activity choices may have to be countenanced in order to facilitate inclusion. 

This theme underscores the advice of previous strategies and guides for intercultural 

youth work (Lynam, 2009; NYCI/Youthnet, 2012) which emphasised that youth workers 

may need to purposively and patiently spend time building up the trust and buy-in of 

parents, guardians and community leaders. It also suggests that youth workers may need 

to be aware of the greater restrictions placed on some young migrants’ free time when 

planning the timing and location of activities.  

iii. Religious Beliefs and Observance

The centrality of religious faith in many young people’s lives carries with it a number of 

implications for youth work. Firstly, it suggests that practitioners need to increase their 

religious literacy. Indeed, there is some evidence of nascent efforts by youth workers to 

achieve this. One youth worker interviewed for the research noted that workers in her 

project who were working with Muslim children and parents in their homework club were 

‘trying to educate themselves [about different religions], so they’ve gotten books that are 

child-friendly around religion.’ 

With regard to young people’s location at the interface between conflicting value systems, 

the findings imply that youth workers may have a role to play in supporting young people 

to discuss and debate different worldviews in a safe and respectful environment. There 

may also be a role for youth work in supporting young people to discuss complex issues 

surrounding individual sexuality which may not be addressed at home. For instance, 

according to one of the migrant community leaders: 

A lot of what is going there are issues … to do with sexuality, and sexual 

identity that you’d find within the African community it’s a no-go area. 

People assume there are no gay people or … whatever … You cannot 

lead them … but you need to create space where the conversations can 

be had (Participant A, focus group 1).

Changes to youth work practice may also be required in order to accommodate the religi-

osity within many ethnic minority families. For example, our research found evidence of 

how one youth project within the Canal Communities area managed, after some difficul-

ties, to accommodate the needs of the Muslim children in relation to Halal food. 

With regard to young Muslim women specifically, the research indicates that youth work-

ers must find ways of accommodating the parental regulation which they may face, while 

avoiding stereotypes of young Muslim women as passive or without a voice (see McGarry, 

2012). It is also important not to create the impression that religious observance should or 

could inevitably exclude them from youth work. Up to 18 young girls from one Dublin 

mosque engaged with the CCRYS intercultural youth project during its lifetime. For two or 

three of these young people, their participation was confined to activities within the 

mosque. For most of the others, their participation was permitted in youth activities outside 

the mosque where relationships of trust had been established with those carrying them 

out and if one of the Muslim volunteers was also present. One of the CCRYS intercultural 

youth project workers expressed the view that with more time, they could have deepened 

the relationship of trust with Muslim parents and religious leaders to a point where more 

young women could access activities without the involvement of parents or adult mem-

bers of the Muslim community. This also underlines the importance of involving workers 

and volunteers from ethnic minority communities in youth work. 

In order to widen the participation of young Muslim women in youth work, however, the 

provision of youth work to gender-specific groups will have to be considered (see also 

McGarry, 2012; for an opposing perspective, see Cressey, 2006). Failure to offer a dedi-

cated space to young Muslim women will result in their exclusion. There is considerable 

precedent for gender-specific groups within youth work. These have been undertaken 

with members of the Traveller Community and in relation to matters such as sexual health 

(NYCI, 2012). Gender-specific youth work has long been regarded as a means of 

addressing the specific needs of young women and of mitigating young women’s margin-

alisation within youth work spaces (Hanbury, Lee and Batsleer, 2010). 

Finally, in highlighting this theme, we also suggest that, as practitioners, we avoid a binary 

understanding of the differences between Muslim and non-Muslim/Christian and 

non-Christian value systems and remember that religious and cultural communities are 

complex, heterogeneous and dynamic. As we have seen, differing interpretations of 

religious doctrine and cultural practices — such as the prohibition on ‘free-mixing’ (mixed 

activities between male and female) or attitudes to young women’s sporting activities 

—are evident among adherents of the same faith.

iv. Leadership and Civic/Political Participation

Many of our findings challenge stereotypes of young migrants as passively ‘in need’ of 

integration (see ní Laoire et al, 2011). This is particularly in evidence in the findings relat-

ing to young people’s leadership and desire to activate social change. While we cannot 

make any claims as to the typicality of these young people’s perspectives, such findings 

appear highly relevant to youth work given its central concern with enabling young 

people’s voice. Furthermore, it is significant that the young African women had self-organ-

ised as a group, with the support of the migrant women’s organisation and of CCRYS itself. 

This indicates a possible role for youth workers and other trusted allies in enabling young 

migrants’ self-organisation where such a need exists.  

v. Racism and Exclusion

Our research confirms the findings of previous research in relation to the prevalence of 

racism in young migrants’ lives (see also Gilligan et al, 2010; ní Laoire, 2011; Szlovák and 

Szewczyk, 2015). This theme has a number of important consequences for youth work.

 

Firstly, a meaningful youth work relationship may help young people to process their expe-

riences of racism, experiences which are multi-faceted and gendered. Secondly, critical, 

open, non-judgemental conversations of the type advocated by Thomas and Henri (2011) 

are crucial to supporting young people to address their racist views. Youth work’s capaci-

ty for creative, flexible approaches is relevant in this regard.  For example, one youth 

worker described her project’s use of ‘Theatre of the Oppressed’ methodology with young 

people as a means of initiating what Thomas (2002: 60) calls ‘conversations with a 

purpose’ in relation to matters of social injustice. Nonetheless, deeply held racist attitudes 

among some of the young people attending some youth services are clearly a problem to 

which there is no easy solution. Thomas and Henri (2011) who have worked with young 

white people within communities characterised by deep racial divisions in northern 

England have suggested that opportunities for cross-community interaction on a planned 

and sustained basis can make a difference here. Where young people cannot attend 

youth services due to fears of racism and personal safety or who ‘self-exclude’ in the 

manner described by some of our young participants, there is an imperative that alterna-

tive spaces for flexible, youth-centred support are identified and resourced. All these 

steps may depend on youth organisations building greater fluency around racism and 

diversity issues.

 vi. Barriers to Accessing Youth Work

In addition to the findings set out above, the research identified a number of barriers to the 

participation in youth work by young people from ethnic minorities. These relate to how 

youth work is often structured and resourced. 

Firstly, constraints associated with the geographical boundaries of youth organisation’s 

catchment areas were noted. It was suggested by the CCRYS intercultural youth project 

workers that many young people from ethnic minorities are congregating in spaces, such 

as their mosque, which are outside the areas in which they live. This means that they are 

less likely to access youth work services in the areas where they reside.  

Secondly and relatedly, the sort of outreach which is traditionally undertaken by youth 

services, for instance, through street work or in social housing estates, does not enable 

contact with young people who are congregating in different sorts of spaces, such as 

mosques. This can render them invisible to youth services.  

Thirdly, although we have mentioned matters of ethnic identity, the question of social class 

is also relevant to our study. Youth work in some areas has been built up over many years 

to respond to the needs of young people deemed ‘at risk’ due to their specific experiences 

of class-based exclusion and inequality.   Such youth services may use models of practice 

which are focused on the issues facing young people ‘at risk’ of involvement in addiction 

or crime. It was suggested that these issues may not be as relevant to many young people 

from ethnic minority communities. According to one youth worker for instance:  

Young people come here when their needs are not being met. Their risk 

level is very different. Drug use is quite serious here and young people 

quite young are getting involved in running and taking drugs, particularly 

smoking grass and I mean from 9, 10 years of age, very young. I don’t see 

Muslim children getting involved in that kind of activity. 

Finally, a shortage of resources placed significant pressure on youth organisations and 

undermined their capacity to keep the issue of intercultural youth work consistently on 

their agenda. According to one youth worker, for example:

We are down to the wire here and I’m really not just moaning saying that, 

we genuinely are. There’s a lot of stuff we’ve had to just drop because we 

just can’t manage it. And I’m really trying to be careful that people don’t 

do over their hours. Because you can get burned out very easily. 

Her colleague in another youth project expressed the view that

When things get very busy we revert to type. We go back to ... what we 

are supposed to do – all about those [young people] most at risk that 

present in that chaotic way … so it can be very easy to put [efforts to 

include ethnic minority young people] by the wayside … because there is 

so much [else to do] … You have to have that passion within you, you 

have to have that want within you [to do additional work to reach ethnic 

minority young people]. It’s not as if you’re going to have nothing [else] to 

do. So someone has to come and say – and from up high, our funders – 

that this is an issue, this is something that we want you to look at.

One of the CCRYS project workers expressed the view that:  

Youth projects, from what I can see, that engage with more diverse young 

people - in the sense of class - seem to find it easier to attract young 

people from ethnic minority communities … I think it might be linked to 

resources. Projects that are stripped to the bare bones [often] concen-

trate on firefighting with the most ‘at risk’ young people and this can 

create youth work spaces that are inaccessible or tough for minority 

ethnic young people. 

vii. The Potential of Youth Work 

Although we have highlighted barriers within youth work, our research also illuminated its 

relevance and the potential it offers for including young people from ethnic minority 

groups and for addressing some of their needs. Firstly, despite the constraints they faced, 

there was evidence of a ‘buy-in’ from youth services to the principle of inclusive youth 

work. According to one youth worker for example:

I was a very loud voice in team meetings that we don’t need to change 

any strategy [to include more young people from ethnic minorities], that 

young people are young people and the door is always open, it’s all about 

voluntary participation. If they want to come, we’ll sort it out then and 

integrate. I still have part of those views. But with [CCRYS intercultural 

youth project worker] arriving and some of the conversations with her … 

it just let me know that it’s just not that simple. In a way that was a bit of a 

cop-out … you have to make that effort. You have to make it appealing in 

some way, shape or form.

One of the youth projects in the area had succeeded in including young people from a 

range of ethnic minority backgrounds in mainstream youth work activities. Another project 

had not succeeded in attracting many teenagers from ethnic minority communities but it 

had a significant numbers of Muslim children in its homework club. She recalled:

[We] would always encourage in the homework clubs that parents would 

go along to trips and different things. So the Muslim women just took it up 

really quickly. I’ve often seen them bringing in food and everything to the 

homework clubs. Particularly in the summer project they were making 

sweets that they make and the kids were all loving them. And it was 

getting to a point last summer where the kids were putting orders in, 

saying ‘will you bring sweets to this trip?’ And it was all really nice. And it 

was a really nice way to integrate the kids in and the parents in, and I 

suppose to try and tackle the whole racism issue, but in a normal way. 

 

Secondly, youth work’s flexibility and its capacity to engage young people and foster 

cross-community interaction in creative ways also emerged. A youth worker recalled a 

project organised in collaboration with the CCRYS intercultural youth project:

The graffiti around Fatima… was a project that we did with two artists 

[who] came over from England. One was Muslim and one was 

English-Irish so we did graffiti on the pitch around there. It was basically 

of the flats and a butterfly emerging [to symbolise] the whole regeneration 

[process] because the Muslim symbols are very similar to the old Celtic 

symbols so that was put onto it as well. So that and the fact that one of the 

artists was Muslim, the young people were asking a lot of questions about 

stuff that they’re just curious about, that they don’t understand. And we 

[youth workers] were as well because there’s loads I obviously don’t know 

… And the young people, because they were able to talk to him and he 

was a graffiti artist, so he was cool and they were asking him loads of 

questions and he was very honest … So that was really good. 

Thirdly, youth work offers a means where young people can simply be ‘young’ without the 

label of ‘migrant’. For instance, one young person recalled her participation in Foróige’s 

‘Big Brother, Big Sister’ mentoring programme:

I loved [it] because there wasn’t really anything about me being from a 

migrant background. It was about me being a role model for another 

young person growing up in my school and stuff like that (Participant G, 

focus group 2).
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In what follows, we outline our findings with regard to our previously stated research aims. 

Our first section below, ‘Issues Experienced by Young People from Ethnic Minorities’, 
identifies five significant, intertwined themes. These are, firstly, the challenges young 

people face in navigating the multiple and sometimes conflicting forces which shape their 

sense of personal and social identity and which inform their sense of belonging; secondly, 

the impact on young people of parental and community expectations; thirdly, the signifi-

cance of religious observance and religious influences in young people’s lives; fourthly, 

opportunities for leadership and civic or political participation and fifthly, the ongoing 

reality of racism in young people’s lives.

 

The next section, ‘the Role of Youth Work’, considers the implications for youth work of 

these themes and provides an account of our findings with regard to youth work and the 

inclusion of young people from ethnic minorities. The subsequent section, ‘CCRYS Inter-
cultural Youth Project: What Lessons Can We Learn?’, focuses specifically on the 

experiences of the intercultural youth project within CCRYS. We analyse some of the key 

successes, challenges and complexities which the project and its partner organisations 

encountered during its lifetime and consider the implications of these for youth work. 

Our final section provides some brief conclusions to the study and offers recommenda-

tions for furthering youth work with young migrants based on the results of our study. 

4.1 Issues Experienced by Young People 
from Ethnic Minorities 
i.        Migration, Identity and Belonging 
Our research suggested that young people, particularly those who were born in Ireland or 

who arrived here as children, feel an affinity with more than one national or cultural identi-

ty. For instance, in their responses to a question on this matter on the questionnaire 

distributed prior to the focus groups, some of the young people described themselves in 

hyphenated terms such as ‘Irish-Congolese’, ‘Cameroonian-Irish’ or ‘Palestinian-Irish’. 

The research also indicated, however, that young people can face difficulties in navigat-

ing and expressing the different aspects of their ethnic and cultural identities. These 

difficulties manifested in a number of areas. Firstly, it was apparent that many young 

people do not identify with their ‘country of origin’ as strongly as their parents or older 

siblings. In a quotation which underscores the child-specific nature of the migration expe-

rience, one migrant community leader suggested that:

 

[Many] parents don’t seem to understand what migration is for their kids. 

Like for me, I can always say ‘I can go back to Zimbabwe’. But for [the 

young people], Zimbabwe … [is] not necessarily home. [In] Ireland … 

people meet them and say ‘go back to Africa’. But that’s not a reality for 

them. So because of colour of skin or even because of religion there’s an 

expectation that when you say ‘home’ you mean somewhere outside of 

Ireland or off the continent of Europe. And because parents have 

options [to go to another place they call ‘home’], they don’t seem to 

realise that their kids don’t have that option and nobody is talking about 

[this] (Participant A, focus group 1). 

The complex socialisation and sense of identity of second and ‘1.5’ generation young 

people meant that they sometimes have to negotiate differing expectations. A CCRYS 

project worker described the sorts of issues which she had discussed with young 

people: 

   

They were saying that … a lot of their parents want them to keep their 

culture but a lot of parents want them to assimilate and they will push 

them to do stuff. The young people keep saying that they [are] being 

pushed everywhere and in all directions and by everybody … A huge 

amount of pressure … And … [their] sense of Irishness, it seems really 

complex, really difficult, more so because there is no space given to 

them for support with it and no one is giving them that support

Secondly, young people recalled difficulties in ‘escaping’ particular labels or responses 

which made them feel ‘different’ at a time when they wished to blend in with their peers. 

According to one young person: 

I’ve been involved in mainstream youth work … when I was younger ... 

They had certain things that I was really interested in like a youth forum 

and a choir. So I felt listened to … But I think youth work sometimes is 

very constrained and for people maybe from a migrant background it 

might be harder. Because at this age when you’re young you’re trying to 

navigate your identity and when you go into a youth club — that’s your 

identity. You’re black. You’re from a migrant background. And it’s some-

thing that’s stamped on you and I think people might shy away from that 

a little bit. I went through that as well. Because first of all I have interests 

but when you go there they’re like ‘oh where are you from?’ All these ques-

tions and you’re not really sure where you stand as well in your identity as 

yourself (Participant I, focus group 2). 

Relatedly, although some participants felt that culturally-related events to promote interac-

tion among young people were of value, the efficacy of once-off ‘intercultural’ days based 

on superficial markers of culture was questioned. One migrant community leader noted:

 

We were talking … to some kids, they were saying that some schools do 

… cultural days … and they say ‘you bring whatever from your country’, 

and they [the young people] were saying they don’t like it because it 

means they are on the platform, they are being showcased ... this is the 

show and everyone has to pay attention to them (Participant A, focus 

group 1). 

Finally, despite the desire to minimise their ethnic or cultural differences, paradoxically 

perhaps, the need for young people to find a ‘voice’ and a space with other young people 

to discuss and process those very factors which render them different was identified. 

Another migrant leader noted that:

I was born in [North Africa] and I grew up in [Europe] and … the pressure 

you are talking about, the parents, the community … Like each individual 

experiences it in a different way and they have a different way to go 

through it and manage it. But … there’s a conflict around them [young 

people] and a conflict in them. So I know how they feel and I know when 

they are given a voice, they can get to the next step (Participant C, focus 

group 1).

One of the young participants described some of the reasons for her participation in a 

self-organised young women’s group: 

If you ask many of us now compared to our parents’ mindset it’s going to 

be totally changing [different] from their mindsets so [participating in this 

group], it’s this thing of ‘we have a common ground’. Because here we 

are caught in two positions – we’ve come to this new society where they 

have their own way of going; our parents have their own way of going at 

home. Where does the balance step in? Do I have people who under-

stand that balance in my head? (Participant G, focus group 2). 

ii. Parental and Community Regulation

A second, interrelated topic to emerge from the data was the impact on young people of 

intergenerational differences with regard to matters such as appropriate behaviour or 

cultural norms. Young people often had to deal with differences between the expectations 

of their parents or communities and those of their peers and the wider ‘Irish’ community. 

For instance, culturally specific understandings of young people’s personal autonomy 

were apparent. During discussions with the young African women, the matter of parental 

discipline was discussed. One participant argued that:

 

Our parents have a different mindset. … Because if I want to … maybe … 

blend in with the real [sic] kids who grew up here, their parents let them 

go out at 14 until 10pm, at 15 until 11pm, all the parties. And my parents 

are like ‘you better be home at 7’ (Participant J, focus group 2). 

She added that: 

I know African people have many different cultures, but I think one thing 

that we have in common is our parents – there’s some kind of discipline 

that runs around Africa. I don’t know how, why, but it’s present in nearly 

every country

There was a gendered dimension to the theme of young people’s autonomy, though 

young women’s sense of agency also emerged strongly from the data. Another partici-

pant suggested that: 

Even in our own families how we’re treated because we’re girls to our 

brothers is totally different, and how sometimes -  I’m talking from my own 

experience here – as if I had an older brother, he probably would have 

been allowed out and about and been involved in a lot of things more than 

I would I feel. Unfortunately my parents are unlucky they got a girl that is 

kind of like a boy – so I didn’t really need that permission, I just went for it 

(Participant G, focus group 2). 

While limitations on young people’s autonomy appears to stem from particular cultural 

and religious attitudes towards matters such as gender, parenting and childhood, they 

are also partly attributable to parental fears for their children’s safety in a context of signifi-

cant levels of societal racism – a theme we address in more detail below. For example, the 

parent whom we interviewed noted that: 

[My daughter] has said to me ‘Mum, I want to go in a protest’. I’m saying 

‘no you’re not going’. Because in the protest things can go wrong and 

you’ve put yourself in danger. So you have to protect yourself. There is 

other ways of protesting — whether it’s writing or voicing — but don’t go 

there and be screaming and shouting. People have different kinds of 

banners on them … So you have to choose carefully in what you partici-

pate in and don’t participate in. We are still a minority here and it’s very 

easy for people to attack us. So I am very, very cautious.

She recalled the responses of some of her daughter’s friends upon hearing that she was 

allowed to travel alone on the bus:

 

[My daughter] was talking to some of the Muslim girls, and they were like 

'Your parents let you get the bus? Aren't you scared? They let you? That's 

so dangerous!' But this is what they have been told.  It's unsafe for you to 

be outside.

It was also noted that young women can face pressures from their wider communities with 

regard to expectations of appropriate behaviour. In reference to the young Muslim women 

she worked with, one of the CCRYS project workers noted that:

[Many people in their community have] an opinion about them and are 

very vocal about it. They have women who aren’t related to them but are 

‘aunties’ telling them that they shouldn’t have Facebook [etc.] … and 

others are saying ‘no it’s fine’.

A group of young Muslim women became enthusiastic members of a football club for girls. 

While their participation was supported by their parents, it was also met with some nega-

tive responses from other community members. According to the same project worker:

 

Stuff … comes up for the girls [who are] playing soccer in the hijab … 

There is a bit of a backlash from some people in the community saying 

'this isn't for Muslims'. So they're pushing in a particular direction. But 

there's a huge amount of pressure put on them which says, 'Ok, if you 

want to play football, you have to be a perfect Muslim. You don't give them 

[some members of the community] anything that they can throw at you'. 

So they're carrying this responsibility. They're pushing forward and they're 

groundbreakers. But they're not allowed to make mistakes like other 

young people do as the … community is watching them. 

 

While parental and community regulation can constrain the activities of some young 

Muslims, there is also clear evidence of a diversity of perspectives among migrant 

parents and leaders. While careful not to expose their children to harm, the parent and 

leader whom we interviewed both acted as positive role models for the young women in 

their care and were anxious that they had as many opportunities for social interaction and 

personal development as possible. As the parent explained with regard to youth work:

It … empower[s] the girls with tools that they could actually bring to their 

future life … [My daughter] understands more about youth work and 

participating and voicing and how … to do a campaign ... This is some-

thing that was alien to me and it was alien to her as well. When she came 

last night [from the CCRYS leadership training] she said ‘that was really 

intense. I don’t know if I took anything in.’ But she did, you know? From 

talking to her, she had [taken it in] … And this is something I would like 

my daughter or my children to carry on with. 

iii.  Religious Beliefs and Observance 

Religious faith and practice were central features in the lives of many of the young partici-

pants in this study. Three key findings were noted with regard to this. Firstly, religion is a 

key source of support and strength in their lives. The following comment from one young 

person exemplified this view:

Church … again comes down to this idea of community. You are sharing 

something in common, you’re supporting each other’s faith as well and 

also I think the support does not just come from the people but from your 

belief itself. Because I believe in God and I get my strength from knowing 

that he is going to help me (Participant G, focus group 2). 

Secondly, the research found that young people are often located at the intersection of 

different value systems and that their religious backgrounds played a key role in this. It 

was suggested that negotiating these different value systems created tensions and pres-

sures in the young people’s lives. For example, the focus group with community and 

religious leaders occurred shortly after the 2015 Marriage Equality referendum in Ireland. 

It was pointed out by the participants that many people in their communities that were 

affiliated with African Pentecostal Churches were opposed to civil marriage for gay and 

lesbian people. The Methodist minister, for instance, noted that those among the second 

generation that supported a ‘no’ vote were reproached by their peers while those that 

advocated a ‘yes’ faced recrimination from their family or community. He added:

The school [is] educating the child for 20 hours a week. But any good 

African Pentecostal Church, you’re going to have a very high level of 

involvement with it. So there’s this double value formation … [At] my 

school, all the kids did a ‘vote yes’ thing and then in the evening you go to 

a prayer meeting, and it’s ‘vote no’. And it’s the … youth that are … having 

to negotiate [that] (Participant D, focus group 1) 

One of the CCRYS project workers noted the ‘conflictual messages’ which the young 

people were receiving: 

I remember that came out from [one young person during the leadership 

training we did] when she was talking about one of the challenges … 

about becoming an activist and getting projects off the ground. She 

named religious conservatism. But she constantly talks about different 

issues, about LGBT rights and I thought 'this is mad.' She’s probably hear-

ing all of these things [LGBT rights etc.] in school … and then she's prob-

ably hearing other things in other spaces. 

A third finding to emerge in relation to religious observance was its implications for partici-

pation in youth work. One of our focus group participants had established a girls’ group 

within her mosque. However, some other community members were fearful of her efforts 

to introduce structured youth activities. Their objections appeared to centre on a fear that 

involvement in youth activities might dilute or detract from the young people’s understand-

ing and practice of Islam. According to a parent of one of the girls:

[The young people] all want activities, they all want activities. But [some 

of] the older women – the mothers maybe - have objections. It’s a conflict 

of culture … between generations … [The young people are] going to 

non-Muslim schools. You know your environment influences you. And 

they’re still young as well you have to remember. They’re not fully under-

standing Islam … The older generations understand Islam better. And 

there’s kind of a conflict there. 

She mentioned that anyone working with Muslim youth would need to be very aware of ‘the 

needs of the Muslim child’, including, for instance, the prohibition of ‘free-mixing’, that is, 

socialising between young men and women. She further noted that the presence of youth 

workers from the Muslim religion would be of great benefit in allaying parental and com-

munity fears.

iv.  Leadership and Civic/Political Participation 

The research found that some of the young women wished to be involved in issue-based 

work. This was particularly apparent among the young African women who were already 

affiliated with a migrant women’s rights organisation. As one of them said, ‘we’re literally 

dying of ideas to improve our community or improve the nation.’ The young women’s 

responses reflected their concern with migrant-specific inequalities.

According to one participant:

We are migrant women in this country and we — I believe almost half of 

us here —have gone through … a bit of discrimination here and there, 

racism here and there and obviously it wouldn’t be an easy task changing 

that, but it would be great seeing us improving on that (Participant F, 

focus group 2). 

However, they also expressed a desire to be involved in issues affecting young people in 

Ireland generally. For example, when discussing her perceptions of the Irish education 

system, another participant noted that: 

[M]any [young] people feel like ‘I can’t get in [to college] anyways and I’m 

not going to strive for it.’ … Even the Irish kids themselves, they end up at 

a place of ‘I can just get a FETAC [course] and get a work’ and … it’s 

really not good, it limits the mind … So I would definitely change the 

educational system to such a way that it can accommodate everybody in 

their different ways to strive for a better education, a better future 

because at the end of the day it brings out a better country (Participant J, 

focus group 2). 

Some of the participants demonstrated significant potential for youth leadership. One 

young person recalled how: 

We were sitting in Stephen’s Green yesterday after [a] … conference 

talking about different issues and it was so empowering and so motivat-

ing … We talked about real issues that were happening and they got to a 

point of even coming up with solutions and making connections between 

different things (Participant I, focus group 2). 

The potential for leadership and an interest in issues facing young people among migrant 

young people was also evident during discussions at the youth leadership training deliv-

ered by the CCRYS intercultural youth project. The participants in this training were from 

a range of ethnic minority backgrounds. One of the CCRYS project workers noted:

LGBT stuff came out during the training mainly through the Muslim girls 

that wear the veil. They were actually really, really concerned that their 

LGBT peers wouldn't be supported. It was really Interesting. All of them 

mentioned LGBT as an issue that they felt really strongly about

 v. Racism and Exclusion 

A key issue to emerge from across the all interviews and focus groups was the degree to 

which racism had become a ‘normal’ feature of young people’s lives. The research also 

found that, while friendships with young ‘Irish’ people had been formed, young people 

also experienced exclusion among their peers. 

Participants discussed misrepresentations of and racist attitudes towards both Muslims 

and black Africans. These had a significant impact on the young people whose respons-

es ranged from frustration to a deep sense of hurt. Some participants were frustrated by 

ignorance, misinformation or generalisations about Africa. According to one young 

person: 

I’ve lived in Africa. It’s not just bushes and forests and everything. Things 

happen in Africa. Beautiful things. But then again the way the Irish people 

ask is from the perception that they’ve been given. ‘Oh it’s just poverty. 

The people there are just struggling.’ All this kind of stuff. And they 

wouldn’t really know our cultures and the way we act to certain things 

(Participant K, focus group 2).

Another young person who had migrated to Ireland as a young adult recalled a conversa-

tion she had had with her younger brother who was born in Ireland. 

When I came to this country, my little brother asked me a question … ‘Do 

you sleep on a bed in Africa?’ And I said ‘hold on little brother. Why do 

you ask this question?’ And he was like ‘because our teacher was talking 

to us about Africa and he was saying literally that in Africa most people 

live in the bush, they don’t sleep on beds, they don’t have telly … like 

they’re struggling in Africa.’ And I said to him ‘Baby, when you go to 

school tomorrow, you tell teacher Africans are humans. They have a bed, 

they have telly’ (Participant F, focus group 2)

The following quotation from one young person typified the view among the Muslim girls 

that they were constantly judged on the basis of crimes committed in the name of Islam:

 

Sometimes, in the news they judge a whole community based on 10 

people and … that’s why people mostly when they see Muslims they think 

… ‘these people don’t give education to girls, they’re just bad, they do 

bombs, and 9/11 and stuff.’ They don’t think about the other good stuff we 

do (Participant P, focus group 3). 

Similarly, her friend commented that:

If they said something in the news that’s bad about Muslims, it does not 

mean I’m one of them. Maybe I’ve got other thinking. Maybe … they’re 

thinking they want to kill people, I’m not like that ... Islam is all about 

peace and loving people (Participant M, focus group 3).

Experiences of racism emerged too in the accounts of the young African women. One 

participant described the emotional and exclusionary effects of racist discourses about 

black Africans: 

Because most people think you just came from Africa and then started 

taking things from us, benefits, job-wise and other stuff. So I feel like a 

gold-digger (Participant F, focus group 2). 

In a similar vein, another young person noted:

Even sometimes I’m scared to go into ... the social welfare offices 

because I see all these eyes around me. I can’t wait to finish college and 

get myself a job so I don’t have to go back in there. It’s so scary. You go 

in there and you feel like ’oh my days, they’re all looking at me.’ I feel like 

I shouldn’t be here (Participant K, focus group 2).

The wounding effects of online racism and its consequences for migrants’ participation 

and sense of belonging in Irish society were also mentioned by a number of research 

participants. For one young person:

I feel if I read stuff in the media, if someone writes an article about 

migrants or stuff like that, the kind of comments from people - literally 

when I read them I feel, well these are people, this is society, that’s what 

they’re saying about migrants in the country. And when you read them, 

they are really, really horrible. It feels like ‘I should just hide in my room. I 

shouldn’t come out’… They smile but just pretending, but not letting some-

one fully in. Because what they write in the media and stuff like that isn’t 

really good, isn’t positive about migrants (Participant K, focus group 2).

In addition to general racist attitudes, participants also noted instances of bullying or 

exclusion by their peers which they believed were related to their Muslim identity, though 

it is important to emphasise that some participants also spoke of their Irish classmates 

being their ‘bestos’ [best friends]. One of them recalled:

Like in my class on the first day, one of the girls she didn’t really like me 

because I was wearing a scarf but then even like when I was writing with 

a pencil, I asked her did she want to write with it, and she was like ‘no, I 

won’t touch that’. And I was like ‘ok that’s your decision. What are you 

going to write with?’ And then in the school years, we’re actually like best 

pals now, literally. She just like knows me now. She just thought I was bad 

or something (Participant P, focus group 3). 

Another participant said:

Well I get bullied because I’m Muslim and I still do … I told my teacher 

and then she apologised to me and then she’s really nice to me. But then 

these girls these days, they’re not that nice to me. I’m actually not really 

sure why they’re not nice to me maybe because of the colour of my skin 

or something. But they like everybody else in the class and they don’t like 

me mostly. When people have birthday parties, this girl she had a birth-

day party and she invited the whole class except me (Participant Q, focus 

group 3). 

A further manifestation of racism and exclusion highlighted in the research were the phys-

ical threats or racist encounters from strangers in public experienced by some of the 

young people. These encounters took a highly gendered form particularly as they related 

to stereotypes about black women’s sexuality. One young person recalled:

On the buses I’ve had experience where these guys are like ‘come marry 

me, I’ll give you a green card’ and all this … And older guys as well …on 

the streets sometimes. I don’t think they would say the same thing to a 

young Irish person … I look like a kid! I could have been any age, coming 

up to you and being like ‘Hey, do you want to sleep with me tonight?’, like 

propositioning you … I’ve had a friend who was asked if she’s a prostitute 

(Participant I, focus group 2). 

A fellow participant responded that this had happened to her also: 

I was just innocently standing at a bus stop and someone said ‘do you 

want to come with me?’ I said ‘where?’ ‘I will pay you good’. I mean I really 

felt like ‘what do you take me for? You really think I’m just standing here 

waiting for you to ask me if you will pay me well’ (Participant H, focus 

group 2). 

The threat to young people’s safety and bodily integrity as a consequence of racism was 

also named by the CCRYS project workers. This, it was felt, had implications for youth 

work: 

When we did the training with the young people ... the sense that I got 

was they really, really want to get involved in stuff but there's an issue of 

safety. Really they don't feel safe in a lot of the spaces that are offered for 

them. In terms of the youth services, geographically again, we're talking 

about youth projects that are in areas that are pretty difficult, so the 

services that can provide a service to these young people or that are 

equipped to do it are not in areas that actually are safe enough for these 

young people to access. 

According to her colleague:

If you unpack the issues that young women are coming up against, 

there's mad stuff all together. If you're talking about the young women in 

the [mosque] ... if you can get to a conversation of their experience of 

living in the area, or areas like it, lots of stuff is coming up around how safe 

they feel on the streets, around … racist incidents, getting their hijabs 

pulled off them, being spat at, all that kind of stuff. It's so normalised, it's 

mad, crazy, you know? And not having a space to process that and just 

that sense of 'that's just the way it is.’

The parent of a young Muslim girl noted that: 

There is a lot of Islamaphobia going around at the moment. I do fear 

where I send my kids. I have to have different nationalities in that group to 

feel that my kids are going to be safe. If it’s just an all-Irish place, I’m not 

comfortable … I’m not comfortable, because they will always come back 

and say ‘So-and-so said this. So-and-so said that’ … I mean I’m not 

saying I want every single box to be ticked, even if it was just [a] multi-cul-

tural [group], I would be quite happy. 

Her responses also highlighted how her daughter’s agency and ‘voice’ were constrained 

by macro social policy concerning Muslims beyond Ireland, in this case the so-called 

‘Preventing Violent Extremism’   agenda in the UK. She explained that she liked to give her 

daughter the tools to respond to misrepresentations of Islam by teachers or peers. Howev-

er, she also cautioned her daughter to ‘be careful what you say [at school]’: 

Because she’s very voiceful. She gives her opinion. I’m also fearful at the 

moment of what’s happening in the UK. The government is asking 

schools to keep an eye on students to see who is extremist, and they 

should be reported and everything. I say to her ‘you have to be careful’. I 

don’t know what the agenda is here.

Finally, young people’s strategies for coping with racism or exclusion were mentioned. 

Both CCRYS workers noted that humour was one way in which young people managed 

their experiences of racism. For instance, young Muslims might humorously take on a 

stereotype as a means of satirising and coping with the association between Islam and 

terrorism:

I see [this use of humour by] young people in lots of different ways. It’s 

putting [the stereotype] out there and [saying] ‘I’ll get there before you do, 

you know?’ ‘This is who I am. And I know what you think. And [I] can laugh 

at it.’

It was further suggested that young people might ‘self-exclude’ from mainstream youth 

work or other related ‘white’ spaces in search of better ways of processing their experienc-

es. According to one young person: 

When you see [how] … the media [represent us] … [and]  all the experi-

ences that we’ve had, and you think about going to a predominantly white 

youth centre … with all that baggage, it’s kind of almost easier not to and 

to maybe self-organise … Because all of these things have an effect on 

you. So maybe you think forming a group that’s not [already] there, that’s 

with people who have shared experiences would be easier and more 

helpful (Participant I, focus group 2). 

4.2 The Role of Youth Work
In this section, we consider in turn the implications for youth work of each of the themes 

addressed in the preceding section with reference to relevant literature. We then discuss 

research findings which related specifically to youth work, highlighting its potential but 

also the ongoing challenges which remain with regard to the participation of young people 

from ethnic minority groups.  

i. Migration, Identity and Belonging

Our findings indicate that youth workers working with young people from ethnic minority 

groups may need to be aware of how issues pertaining to their personal and social identity 

affect their sense of belonging and wellbeing. The potential role of youth work in this 

regard was summed up by one of the CCRYS project workers: 

We have a whole generation of young people who are trying to negotiate 

what it feels to be both Muslim and Irish, both black and Irish and I see 

them struggling with this stuff. So that's one side of it. But I also see them 

have all the other stuff that happens to young people – having to deal with 

relationships and broken hearts and having trouble with school and 

clashing with their friends and stuff on the internet and getting into 

trouble. So you have all that … stuff of being a teenager … and then they 

have this extra layer of stuff … For me that's where youth work comes in. 

[It] makes space for young people to make sense of their own social 

reality and help them negotiate this. 

The findings also suggest that youth workers must walk a fine line between offering 

support where necessary while avoiding a situation where young people may feel inap-

propriately singled out (see also ní Laoire, et al, 2011). This work must take place in 

spaces where young people feel safe. Some of the findings - for instance, the comment 

by participant I above -indicate that this may need to happen in identity-specific groups 

or in groups comprising young people with shared exposure to or experience of the 

issue(s) in question. This is in keeping with commonly-held youth work values and 

approaches which are concerned with developing flexible responses to the particular 

needs of young people as they arise. 

ii. Parental and Community Regulation

While all young people face constraints on their personal autonomy, our research found 

evidence that young people from ethnic minorities may be subjected to greater parental 

regulation and community expectation than their ‘Irish’ peers. This suggests that youth 

work may have a role in providing a space for young people to process the sometimes 

conflicting expectations which they may face. It also raises challenges for how the princi-

ple of self-determination — that is ‘the non-directive enabling of young people to make 

decisions and choices in their lives’ (Imam and Bowler, 2010: 144)  — has traditionally 

been understood within youth work practice. For example, some parental involvement in 

activity choices may have to be countenanced in order to facilitate inclusion. 

This theme underscores the advice of previous strategies and guides for intercultural 

youth work (Lynam, 2009; NYCI/Youthnet, 2012) which emphasised that youth workers 

may need to purposively and patiently spend time building up the trust and buy-in of 

parents, guardians and community leaders. It also suggests that youth workers may need 

to be aware of the greater restrictions placed on some young migrants’ free time when 

planning the timing and location of activities.  

iii. Religious Beliefs and Observance

The centrality of religious faith in many young people’s lives carries with it a number of 

implications for youth work. Firstly, it suggests that practitioners need to increase their 

religious literacy. Indeed, there is some evidence of nascent efforts by youth workers to 

achieve this. One youth worker interviewed for the research noted that workers in her 

project who were working with Muslim children and parents in their homework club were 

‘trying to educate themselves [about different religions], so they’ve gotten books that are 

child-friendly around religion.’ 

With regard to young people’s location at the interface between conflicting value systems, 

the findings imply that youth workers may have a role to play in supporting young people 

to discuss and debate different worldviews in a safe and respectful environment. There 

may also be a role for youth work in supporting young people to discuss complex issues 

surrounding individual sexuality which may not be addressed at home. For instance, 

according to one of the migrant community leaders: 

A lot of what is going there are issues … to do with sexuality, and sexual 

identity that you’d find within the African community it’s a no-go area. 

People assume there are no gay people or … whatever … You cannot 

lead them … but you need to create space where the conversations can 

be had (Participant A, focus group 1).

Changes to youth work practice may also be required in order to accommodate the religi-

osity within many ethnic minority families. For example, our research found evidence of 

how one youth project within the Canal Communities area managed, after some difficul-

ties, to accommodate the needs of the Muslim children in relation to Halal food. 

With regard to young Muslim women specifically, the research indicates that youth work-

ers must find ways of accommodating the parental regulation which they may face, while 

avoiding stereotypes of young Muslim women as passive or without a voice (see McGarry, 

2012). It is also important not to create the impression that religious observance should or 

could inevitably exclude them from youth work. Up to 18 young girls from one Dublin 

mosque engaged with the CCRYS intercultural youth project during its lifetime. For two or 

three of these young people, their participation was confined to activities within the 

mosque. For most of the others, their participation was permitted in youth activities outside 

the mosque where relationships of trust had been established with those carrying them 

out and if one of the Muslim volunteers was also present. One of the CCRYS intercultural 

youth project workers expressed the view that with more time, they could have deepened 

the relationship of trust with Muslim parents and religious leaders to a point where more 

young women could access activities without the involvement of parents or adult mem-

bers of the Muslim community. This also underlines the importance of involving workers 

and volunteers from ethnic minority communities in youth work. 

In order to widen the participation of young Muslim women in youth work, however, the 

provision of youth work to gender-specific groups will have to be considered (see also 

McGarry, 2012; for an opposing perspective, see Cressey, 2006). Failure to offer a dedi-

cated space to young Muslim women will result in their exclusion. There is considerable 

precedent for gender-specific groups within youth work. These have been undertaken 

with members of the Traveller Community and in relation to matters such as sexual health 

(NYCI, 2012). Gender-specific youth work has long been regarded as a means of 

addressing the specific needs of young women and of mitigating young women’s margin-

alisation within youth work spaces (Hanbury, Lee and Batsleer, 2010). 

Finally, in highlighting this theme, we also suggest that, as practitioners, we avoid a binary 

understanding of the differences between Muslim and non-Muslim/Christian and 

non-Christian value systems and remember that religious and cultural communities are 

complex, heterogeneous and dynamic. As we have seen, differing interpretations of 

religious doctrine and cultural practices — such as the prohibition on ‘free-mixing’ (mixed 

activities between male and female) or attitudes to young women’s sporting activities 

—are evident among adherents of the same faith.

iv. Leadership and Civic/Political Participation

Many of our findings challenge stereotypes of young migrants as passively ‘in need’ of 

integration (see ní Laoire et al, 2011). This is particularly in evidence in the findings relat-

ing to young people’s leadership and desire to activate social change. While we cannot 

make any claims as to the typicality of these young people’s perspectives, such findings 

appear highly relevant to youth work given its central concern with enabling young 

people’s voice. Furthermore, it is significant that the young African women had self-organ-

ised as a group, with the support of the migrant women’s organisation and of CCRYS itself. 

This indicates a possible role for youth workers and other trusted allies in enabling young 

migrants’ self-organisation where such a need exists.  

v. Racism and Exclusion

Our research confirms the findings of previous research in relation to the prevalence of 

racism in young migrants’ lives (see also Gilligan et al, 2010; ní Laoire, 2011; Szlovák and 

Szewczyk, 2015). This theme has a number of important consequences for youth work.

 

Firstly, a meaningful youth work relationship may help young people to process their expe-

riences of racism, experiences which are multi-faceted and gendered. Secondly, critical, 

open, non-judgemental conversations of the type advocated by Thomas and Henri (2011) 

are crucial to supporting young people to address their racist views. Youth work’s capaci-

ty for creative, flexible approaches is relevant in this regard.  For example, one youth 

worker described her project’s use of ‘Theatre of the Oppressed’ methodology with young 

people as a means of initiating what Thomas (2002: 60) calls ‘conversations with a 

purpose’ in relation to matters of social injustice. Nonetheless, deeply held racist attitudes 

among some of the young people attending some youth services are clearly a problem to 

which there is no easy solution. Thomas and Henri (2011) who have worked with young 

white people within communities characterised by deep racial divisions in northern 

England have suggested that opportunities for cross-community interaction on a planned 

and sustained basis can make a difference here. Where young people cannot attend 

youth services due to fears of racism and personal safety or who ‘self-exclude’ in the 

manner described by some of our young participants, there is an imperative that alterna-

tive spaces for flexible, youth-centred support are identified and resourced. All these 

steps may depend on youth organisations building greater fluency around racism and 

diversity issues.

 vi. Barriers to Accessing Youth Work

In addition to the findings set out above, the research identified a number of barriers to the 

participation in youth work by young people from ethnic minorities. These relate to how 

youth work is often structured and resourced. 

Firstly, constraints associated with the geographical boundaries of youth organisation’s 

catchment areas were noted. It was suggested by the CCRYS intercultural youth project 

workers that many young people from ethnic minorities are congregating in spaces, such 

as their mosque, which are outside the areas in which they live. This means that they are 

less likely to access youth work services in the areas where they reside.  

Secondly and relatedly, the sort of outreach which is traditionally undertaken by youth 

services, for instance, through street work or in social housing estates, does not enable 

contact with young people who are congregating in different sorts of spaces, such as 

mosques. This can render them invisible to youth services.  

Thirdly, although we have mentioned matters of ethnic identity, the question of social class 

is also relevant to our study. Youth work in some areas has been built up over many years 

to respond to the needs of young people deemed ‘at risk’ due to their specific experiences 

of class-based exclusion and inequality.   Such youth services may use models of practice 

which are focused on the issues facing young people ‘at risk’ of involvement in addiction 

or crime. It was suggested that these issues may not be as relevant to many young people 

from ethnic minority communities. According to one youth worker for instance:  

Young people come here when their needs are not being met. Their risk 

level is very different. Drug use is quite serious here and young people 

quite young are getting involved in running and taking drugs, particularly 

smoking grass and I mean from 9, 10 years of age, very young. I don’t see 

Muslim children getting involved in that kind of activity. 

Finally, a shortage of resources placed significant pressure on youth organisations and 

undermined their capacity to keep the issue of intercultural youth work consistently on 

their agenda. According to one youth worker, for example:

We are down to the wire here and I’m really not just moaning saying that, 

we genuinely are. There’s a lot of stuff we’ve had to just drop because we 

just can’t manage it. And I’m really trying to be careful that people don’t 

do over their hours. Because you can get burned out very easily. 

Her colleague in another youth project expressed the view that

When things get very busy we revert to type. We go back to ... what we 

are supposed to do – all about those [young people] most at risk that 

present in that chaotic way … so it can be very easy to put [efforts to 

include ethnic minority young people] by the wayside … because there is 

so much [else to do] … You have to have that passion within you, you 

have to have that want within you [to do additional work to reach ethnic 

minority young people]. It’s not as if you’re going to have nothing [else] to 

do. So someone has to come and say – and from up high, our funders – 

that this is an issue, this is something that we want you to look at.

One of the CCRYS project workers expressed the view that:  

Youth projects, from what I can see, that engage with more diverse young 

people - in the sense of class - seem to find it easier to attract young 

people from ethnic minority communities … I think it might be linked to 

resources. Projects that are stripped to the bare bones [often] concen-

trate on firefighting with the most ‘at risk’ young people and this can 

create youth work spaces that are inaccessible or tough for minority 

ethnic young people. 

vii. The Potential of Youth Work 

Although we have highlighted barriers within youth work, our research also illuminated its 

relevance and the potential it offers for including young people from ethnic minority 

groups and for addressing some of their needs. Firstly, despite the constraints they faced, 

there was evidence of a ‘buy-in’ from youth services to the principle of inclusive youth 

work. According to one youth worker for example:

I was a very loud voice in team meetings that we don’t need to change 

any strategy [to include more young people from ethnic minorities], that 

young people are young people and the door is always open, it’s all about 

voluntary participation. If they want to come, we’ll sort it out then and 

integrate. I still have part of those views. But with [CCRYS intercultural 

youth project worker] arriving and some of the conversations with her … 

it just let me know that it’s just not that simple. In a way that was a bit of a 

cop-out … you have to make that effort. You have to make it appealing in 

some way, shape or form.

One of the youth projects in the area had succeeded in including young people from a 

range of ethnic minority backgrounds in mainstream youth work activities. Another project 

had not succeeded in attracting many teenagers from ethnic minority communities but it 

had a significant numbers of Muslim children in its homework club. She recalled:

[We] would always encourage in the homework clubs that parents would 

go along to trips and different things. So the Muslim women just took it up 

really quickly. I’ve often seen them bringing in food and everything to the 

homework clubs. Particularly in the summer project they were making 

sweets that they make and the kids were all loving them. And it was 

getting to a point last summer where the kids were putting orders in, 

saying ‘will you bring sweets to this trip?’ And it was all really nice. And it 

was a really nice way to integrate the kids in and the parents in, and I 

suppose to try and tackle the whole racism issue, but in a normal way. 

 

Secondly, youth work’s flexibility and its capacity to engage young people and foster 

cross-community interaction in creative ways also emerged. A youth worker recalled a 

project organised in collaboration with the CCRYS intercultural youth project:

The graffiti around Fatima… was a project that we did with two artists 

[who] came over from England. One was Muslim and one was 

English-Irish so we did graffiti on the pitch around there. It was basically 

of the flats and a butterfly emerging [to symbolise] the whole regeneration 

[process] because the Muslim symbols are very similar to the old Celtic 

symbols so that was put onto it as well. So that and the fact that one of the 

artists was Muslim, the young people were asking a lot of questions about 

stuff that they’re just curious about, that they don’t understand. And we 

[youth workers] were as well because there’s loads I obviously don’t know 

… And the young people, because they were able to talk to him and he 

was a graffiti artist, so he was cool and they were asking him loads of 

questions and he was very honest … So that was really good. 

Thirdly, youth work offers a means where young people can simply be ‘young’ without the 

label of ‘migrant’. For instance, one young person recalled her participation in Foróige’s 

‘Big Brother, Big Sister’ mentoring programme:

I loved [it] because there wasn’t really anything about me being from a 

migrant background. It was about me being a role model for another 

young person growing up in my school and stuff like that (Participant G, 

focus group 2).
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In what follows, we outline our findings with regard to our previously stated research aims. 

Our first section below, ‘Issues Experienced by Young People from Ethnic Minorities’, 
identifies five significant, intertwined themes. These are, firstly, the challenges young 

people face in navigating the multiple and sometimes conflicting forces which shape their 

sense of personal and social identity and which inform their sense of belonging; secondly, 

the impact on young people of parental and community expectations; thirdly, the signifi-

cance of religious observance and religious influences in young people’s lives; fourthly, 

opportunities for leadership and civic or political participation and fifthly, the ongoing 

reality of racism in young people’s lives.

 

The next section, ‘the Role of Youth Work’, considers the implications for youth work of 

these themes and provides an account of our findings with regard to youth work and the 

inclusion of young people from ethnic minorities. The subsequent section, ‘CCRYS Inter-
cultural Youth Project: What Lessons Can We Learn?’, focuses specifically on the 

experiences of the intercultural youth project within CCRYS. We analyse some of the key 

successes, challenges and complexities which the project and its partner organisations 

encountered during its lifetime and consider the implications of these for youth work. 

Our final section provides some brief conclusions to the study and offers recommenda-

tions for furthering youth work with young migrants based on the results of our study. 

4.1 Issues Experienced by Young People 
from Ethnic Minorities 
i.        Migration, Identity and Belonging 
Our research suggested that young people, particularly those who were born in Ireland or 

who arrived here as children, feel an affinity with more than one national or cultural identi-

ty. For instance, in their responses to a question on this matter on the questionnaire 

distributed prior to the focus groups, some of the young people described themselves in 

hyphenated terms such as ‘Irish-Congolese’, ‘Cameroonian-Irish’ or ‘Palestinian-Irish’. 

The research also indicated, however, that young people can face difficulties in navigat-

ing and expressing the different aspects of their ethnic and cultural identities. These 

difficulties manifested in a number of areas. Firstly, it was apparent that many young 

people do not identify with their ‘country of origin’ as strongly as their parents or older 

siblings. In a quotation which underscores the child-specific nature of the migration expe-

rience, one migrant community leader suggested that:

 

[Many] parents don’t seem to understand what migration is for their kids. 

Like for me, I can always say ‘I can go back to Zimbabwe’. But for [the 

young people], Zimbabwe … [is] not necessarily home. [In] Ireland … 

people meet them and say ‘go back to Africa’. But that’s not a reality for 

them. So because of colour of skin or even because of religion there’s an 

expectation that when you say ‘home’ you mean somewhere outside of 

Ireland or off the continent of Europe. And because parents have 

options [to go to another place they call ‘home’], they don’t seem to 

realise that their kids don’t have that option and nobody is talking about 

[this] (Participant A, focus group 1). 

The complex socialisation and sense of identity of second and ‘1.5’ generation young 

people meant that they sometimes have to negotiate differing expectations. A CCRYS 

project worker described the sorts of issues which she had discussed with young 

people: 

   

They were saying that … a lot of their parents want them to keep their 

culture but a lot of parents want them to assimilate and they will push 

them to do stuff. The young people keep saying that they [are] being 

pushed everywhere and in all directions and by everybody … A huge 

amount of pressure … And … [their] sense of Irishness, it seems really 

complex, really difficult, more so because there is no space given to 

them for support with it and no one is giving them that support

Secondly, young people recalled difficulties in ‘escaping’ particular labels or responses 

which made them feel ‘different’ at a time when they wished to blend in with their peers. 

According to one young person: 

I’ve been involved in mainstream youth work … when I was younger ... 

They had certain things that I was really interested in like a youth forum 

and a choir. So I felt listened to … But I think youth work sometimes is 

very constrained and for people maybe from a migrant background it 

might be harder. Because at this age when you’re young you’re trying to 

navigate your identity and when you go into a youth club — that’s your 

identity. You’re black. You’re from a migrant background. And it’s some-

thing that’s stamped on you and I think people might shy away from that 

a little bit. I went through that as well. Because first of all I have interests 

but when you go there they’re like ‘oh where are you from?’ All these ques-

tions and you’re not really sure where you stand as well in your identity as 

yourself (Participant I, focus group 2). 

Relatedly, although some participants felt that culturally-related events to promote interac-

tion among young people were of value, the efficacy of once-off ‘intercultural’ days based 

on superficial markers of culture was questioned. One migrant community leader noted:

 

We were talking … to some kids, they were saying that some schools do 

… cultural days … and they say ‘you bring whatever from your country’, 

and they [the young people] were saying they don’t like it because it 

means they are on the platform, they are being showcased ... this is the 

show and everyone has to pay attention to them (Participant A, focus 

group 1). 

Finally, despite the desire to minimise their ethnic or cultural differences, paradoxically 

perhaps, the need for young people to find a ‘voice’ and a space with other young people 

to discuss and process those very factors which render them different was identified. 

Another migrant leader noted that:

I was born in [North Africa] and I grew up in [Europe] and … the pressure 

you are talking about, the parents, the community … Like each individual 

experiences it in a different way and they have a different way to go 

through it and manage it. But … there’s a conflict around them [young 

people] and a conflict in them. So I know how they feel and I know when 

they are given a voice, they can get to the next step (Participant C, focus 

group 1).

One of the young participants described some of the reasons for her participation in a 

self-organised young women’s group: 

If you ask many of us now compared to our parents’ mindset it’s going to 

be totally changing [different] from their mindsets so [participating in this 

group], it’s this thing of ‘we have a common ground’. Because here we 

are caught in two positions – we’ve come to this new society where they 

have their own way of going; our parents have their own way of going at 

home. Where does the balance step in? Do I have people who under-

stand that balance in my head? (Participant G, focus group 2). 

ii. Parental and Community Regulation

A second, interrelated topic to emerge from the data was the impact on young people of 

intergenerational differences with regard to matters such as appropriate behaviour or 

cultural norms. Young people often had to deal with differences between the expectations 

of their parents or communities and those of their peers and the wider ‘Irish’ community. 

For instance, culturally specific understandings of young people’s personal autonomy 

were apparent. During discussions with the young African women, the matter of parental 

discipline was discussed. One participant argued that:

 

Our parents have a different mindset. … Because if I want to … maybe … 

blend in with the real [sic] kids who grew up here, their parents let them 

go out at 14 until 10pm, at 15 until 11pm, all the parties. And my parents 

are like ‘you better be home at 7’ (Participant J, focus group 2). 

She added that: 

I know African people have many different cultures, but I think one thing 

that we have in common is our parents – there’s some kind of discipline 

that runs around Africa. I don’t know how, why, but it’s present in nearly 

every country

There was a gendered dimension to the theme of young people’s autonomy, though 

young women’s sense of agency also emerged strongly from the data. Another partici-

pant suggested that: 

Even in our own families how we’re treated because we’re girls to our 

brothers is totally different, and how sometimes -  I’m talking from my own 

experience here – as if I had an older brother, he probably would have 

been allowed out and about and been involved in a lot of things more than 

I would I feel. Unfortunately my parents are unlucky they got a girl that is 

kind of like a boy – so I didn’t really need that permission, I just went for it 

(Participant G, focus group 2). 

While limitations on young people’s autonomy appears to stem from particular cultural 

and religious attitudes towards matters such as gender, parenting and childhood, they 

are also partly attributable to parental fears for their children’s safety in a context of signifi-

cant levels of societal racism – a theme we address in more detail below. For example, the 

parent whom we interviewed noted that: 

[My daughter] has said to me ‘Mum, I want to go in a protest’. I’m saying 

‘no you’re not going’. Because in the protest things can go wrong and 

you’ve put yourself in danger. So you have to protect yourself. There is 

other ways of protesting — whether it’s writing or voicing — but don’t go 

there and be screaming and shouting. People have different kinds of 

banners on them … So you have to choose carefully in what you partici-

pate in and don’t participate in. We are still a minority here and it’s very 

easy for people to attack us. So I am very, very cautious.

She recalled the responses of some of her daughter’s friends upon hearing that she was 

allowed to travel alone on the bus:

 

[My daughter] was talking to some of the Muslim girls, and they were like 

'Your parents let you get the bus? Aren't you scared? They let you? That's 

so dangerous!' But this is what they have been told.  It's unsafe for you to 

be outside.

It was also noted that young women can face pressures from their wider communities with 

regard to expectations of appropriate behaviour. In reference to the young Muslim women 

she worked with, one of the CCRYS project workers noted that:

[Many people in their community have] an opinion about them and are 

very vocal about it. They have women who aren’t related to them but are 

‘aunties’ telling them that they shouldn’t have Facebook [etc.] … and 

others are saying ‘no it’s fine’.

A group of young Muslim women became enthusiastic members of a football club for girls. 

While their participation was supported by their parents, it was also met with some nega-

tive responses from other community members. According to the same project worker:

 

Stuff … comes up for the girls [who are] playing soccer in the hijab … 

There is a bit of a backlash from some people in the community saying 

'this isn't for Muslims'. So they're pushing in a particular direction. But 

there's a huge amount of pressure put on them which says, 'Ok, if you 

want to play football, you have to be a perfect Muslim. You don't give them 

[some members of the community] anything that they can throw at you'. 

So they're carrying this responsibility. They're pushing forward and they're 

groundbreakers. But they're not allowed to make mistakes like other 

young people do as the … community is watching them. 

 

While parental and community regulation can constrain the activities of some young 

Muslims, there is also clear evidence of a diversity of perspectives among migrant 

parents and leaders. While careful not to expose their children to harm, the parent and 

leader whom we interviewed both acted as positive role models for the young women in 

their care and were anxious that they had as many opportunities for social interaction and 

personal development as possible. As the parent explained with regard to youth work:

It … empower[s] the girls with tools that they could actually bring to their 

future life … [My daughter] understands more about youth work and 

participating and voicing and how … to do a campaign ... This is some-

thing that was alien to me and it was alien to her as well. When she came 

last night [from the CCRYS leadership training] she said ‘that was really 

intense. I don’t know if I took anything in.’ But she did, you know? From 

talking to her, she had [taken it in] … And this is something I would like 

my daughter or my children to carry on with. 

iii.  Religious Beliefs and Observance 

Religious faith and practice were central features in the lives of many of the young partici-

pants in this study. Three key findings were noted with regard to this. Firstly, religion is a 

key source of support and strength in their lives. The following comment from one young 

person exemplified this view:

Church … again comes down to this idea of community. You are sharing 

something in common, you’re supporting each other’s faith as well and 

also I think the support does not just come from the people but from your 

belief itself. Because I believe in God and I get my strength from knowing 

that he is going to help me (Participant G, focus group 2). 

Secondly, the research found that young people are often located at the intersection of 

different value systems and that their religious backgrounds played a key role in this. It 

was suggested that negotiating these different value systems created tensions and pres-

sures in the young people’s lives. For example, the focus group with community and 

religious leaders occurred shortly after the 2015 Marriage Equality referendum in Ireland. 

It was pointed out by the participants that many people in their communities that were 

affiliated with African Pentecostal Churches were opposed to civil marriage for gay and 

lesbian people. The Methodist minister, for instance, noted that those among the second 

generation that supported a ‘no’ vote were reproached by their peers while those that 

advocated a ‘yes’ faced recrimination from their family or community. He added:

The school [is] educating the child for 20 hours a week. But any good 

African Pentecostal Church, you’re going to have a very high level of 

involvement with it. So there’s this double value formation … [At] my 

school, all the kids did a ‘vote yes’ thing and then in the evening you go to 

a prayer meeting, and it’s ‘vote no’. And it’s the … youth that are … having 

to negotiate [that] (Participant D, focus group 1) 

One of the CCRYS project workers noted the ‘conflictual messages’ which the young 

people were receiving: 

I remember that came out from [one young person during the leadership 

training we did] when she was talking about one of the challenges … 

about becoming an activist and getting projects off the ground. She 

named religious conservatism. But she constantly talks about different 

issues, about LGBT rights and I thought 'this is mad.' She’s probably hear-

ing all of these things [LGBT rights etc.] in school … and then she's prob-

ably hearing other things in other spaces. 

A third finding to emerge in relation to religious observance was its implications for partici-

pation in youth work. One of our focus group participants had established a girls’ group 

within her mosque. However, some other community members were fearful of her efforts 

to introduce structured youth activities. Their objections appeared to centre on a fear that 

involvement in youth activities might dilute or detract from the young people’s understand-

ing and practice of Islam. According to a parent of one of the girls:

[The young people] all want activities, they all want activities. But [some 

of] the older women – the mothers maybe - have objections. It’s a conflict 

of culture … between generations … [The young people are] going to 

non-Muslim schools. You know your environment influences you. And 

they’re still young as well you have to remember. They’re not fully under-

standing Islam … The older generations understand Islam better. And 

there’s kind of a conflict there. 

She mentioned that anyone working with Muslim youth would need to be very aware of ‘the 

needs of the Muslim child’, including, for instance, the prohibition of ‘free-mixing’, that is, 

socialising between young men and women. She further noted that the presence of youth 

workers from the Muslim religion would be of great benefit in allaying parental and com-

munity fears.

iv.  Leadership and Civic/Political Participation 

The research found that some of the young women wished to be involved in issue-based 

work. This was particularly apparent among the young African women who were already 

affiliated with a migrant women’s rights organisation. As one of them said, ‘we’re literally 

dying of ideas to improve our community or improve the nation.’ The young women’s 

responses reflected their concern with migrant-specific inequalities.

According to one participant:

We are migrant women in this country and we — I believe almost half of 

us here —have gone through … a bit of discrimination here and there, 

racism here and there and obviously it wouldn’t be an easy task changing 

that, but it would be great seeing us improving on that (Participant F, 

focus group 2). 

However, they also expressed a desire to be involved in issues affecting young people in 

Ireland generally. For example, when discussing her perceptions of the Irish education 

system, another participant noted that: 

[M]any [young] people feel like ‘I can’t get in [to college] anyways and I’m 

not going to strive for it.’ … Even the Irish kids themselves, they end up at 

a place of ‘I can just get a FETAC [course] and get a work’ and … it’s 

really not good, it limits the mind … So I would definitely change the 

educational system to such a way that it can accommodate everybody in 

their different ways to strive for a better education, a better future 

because at the end of the day it brings out a better country (Participant J, 

focus group 2). 

Some of the participants demonstrated significant potential for youth leadership. One 

young person recalled how: 

We were sitting in Stephen’s Green yesterday after [a] … conference 

talking about different issues and it was so empowering and so motivat-

ing … We talked about real issues that were happening and they got to a 

point of even coming up with solutions and making connections between 

different things (Participant I, focus group 2). 

The potential for leadership and an interest in issues facing young people among migrant 

young people was also evident during discussions at the youth leadership training deliv-

ered by the CCRYS intercultural youth project. The participants in this training were from 

a range of ethnic minority backgrounds. One of the CCRYS project workers noted:

LGBT stuff came out during the training mainly through the Muslim girls 

that wear the veil. They were actually really, really concerned that their 

LGBT peers wouldn't be supported. It was really Interesting. All of them 

mentioned LGBT as an issue that they felt really strongly about

 v. Racism and Exclusion 

A key issue to emerge from across the all interviews and focus groups was the degree to 

which racism had become a ‘normal’ feature of young people’s lives. The research also 

found that, while friendships with young ‘Irish’ people had been formed, young people 

also experienced exclusion among their peers. 

Participants discussed misrepresentations of and racist attitudes towards both Muslims 

and black Africans. These had a significant impact on the young people whose respons-

es ranged from frustration to a deep sense of hurt. Some participants were frustrated by 

ignorance, misinformation or generalisations about Africa. According to one young 

person: 

I’ve lived in Africa. It’s not just bushes and forests and everything. Things 

happen in Africa. Beautiful things. But then again the way the Irish people 

ask is from the perception that they’ve been given. ‘Oh it’s just poverty. 

The people there are just struggling.’ All this kind of stuff. And they 

wouldn’t really know our cultures and the way we act to certain things 

(Participant K, focus group 2).

Another young person who had migrated to Ireland as a young adult recalled a conversa-

tion she had had with her younger brother who was born in Ireland. 

When I came to this country, my little brother asked me a question … ‘Do 

you sleep on a bed in Africa?’ And I said ‘hold on little brother. Why do 

you ask this question?’ And he was like ‘because our teacher was talking 

to us about Africa and he was saying literally that in Africa most people 

live in the bush, they don’t sleep on beds, they don’t have telly … like 

they’re struggling in Africa.’ And I said to him ‘Baby, when you go to 

school tomorrow, you tell teacher Africans are humans. They have a bed, 

they have telly’ (Participant F, focus group 2)

The following quotation from one young person typified the view among the Muslim girls 

that they were constantly judged on the basis of crimes committed in the name of Islam:

 

Sometimes, in the news they judge a whole community based on 10 

people and … that’s why people mostly when they see Muslims they think 

… ‘these people don’t give education to girls, they’re just bad, they do 

bombs, and 9/11 and stuff.’ They don’t think about the other good stuff we 

do (Participant P, focus group 3). 

Similarly, her friend commented that:

If they said something in the news that’s bad about Muslims, it does not 

mean I’m one of them. Maybe I’ve got other thinking. Maybe … they’re 

thinking they want to kill people, I’m not like that ... Islam is all about 

peace and loving people (Participant M, focus group 3).

Experiences of racism emerged too in the accounts of the young African women. One 

participant described the emotional and exclusionary effects of racist discourses about 

black Africans: 

Because most people think you just came from Africa and then started 

taking things from us, benefits, job-wise and other stuff. So I feel like a 

gold-digger (Participant F, focus group 2). 

In a similar vein, another young person noted:

Even sometimes I’m scared to go into ... the social welfare offices 

because I see all these eyes around me. I can’t wait to finish college and 

get myself a job so I don’t have to go back in there. It’s so scary. You go 

in there and you feel like ’oh my days, they’re all looking at me.’ I feel like 

I shouldn’t be here (Participant K, focus group 2).

The wounding effects of online racism and its consequences for migrants’ participation 

and sense of belonging in Irish society were also mentioned by a number of research 

participants. For one young person:

I feel if I read stuff in the media, if someone writes an article about 

migrants or stuff like that, the kind of comments from people - literally 

when I read them I feel, well these are people, this is society, that’s what 

they’re saying about migrants in the country. And when you read them, 

they are really, really horrible. It feels like ‘I should just hide in my room. I 

shouldn’t come out’… They smile but just pretending, but not letting some-

one fully in. Because what they write in the media and stuff like that isn’t 

really good, isn’t positive about migrants (Participant K, focus group 2).

In addition to general racist attitudes, participants also noted instances of bullying or 

exclusion by their peers which they believed were related to their Muslim identity, though 

it is important to emphasise that some participants also spoke of their Irish classmates 

being their ‘bestos’ [best friends]. One of them recalled:

Like in my class on the first day, one of the girls she didn’t really like me 

because I was wearing a scarf but then even like when I was writing with 

a pencil, I asked her did she want to write with it, and she was like ‘no, I 

won’t touch that’. And I was like ‘ok that’s your decision. What are you 

going to write with?’ And then in the school years, we’re actually like best 

pals now, literally. She just like knows me now. She just thought I was bad 

or something (Participant P, focus group 3). 

Another participant said:

Well I get bullied because I’m Muslim and I still do … I told my teacher 

and then she apologised to me and then she’s really nice to me. But then 

these girls these days, they’re not that nice to me. I’m actually not really 

sure why they’re not nice to me maybe because of the colour of my skin 

or something. But they like everybody else in the class and they don’t like 

me mostly. When people have birthday parties, this girl she had a birth-

day party and she invited the whole class except me (Participant Q, focus 

group 3). 

A further manifestation of racism and exclusion highlighted in the research were the phys-

ical threats or racist encounters from strangers in public experienced by some of the 

young people. These encounters took a highly gendered form particularly as they related 

to stereotypes about black women’s sexuality. One young person recalled:

On the buses I’ve had experience where these guys are like ‘come marry 

me, I’ll give you a green card’ and all this … And older guys as well …on 

the streets sometimes. I don’t think they would say the same thing to a 

young Irish person … I look like a kid! I could have been any age, coming 

up to you and being like ‘Hey, do you want to sleep with me tonight?’, like 

propositioning you … I’ve had a friend who was asked if she’s a prostitute 

(Participant I, focus group 2). 

A fellow participant responded that this had happened to her also: 

I was just innocently standing at a bus stop and someone said ‘do you 

want to come with me?’ I said ‘where?’ ‘I will pay you good’. I mean I really 

felt like ‘what do you take me for? You really think I’m just standing here 

waiting for you to ask me if you will pay me well’ (Participant H, focus 

group 2). 

The threat to young people’s safety and bodily integrity as a consequence of racism was 

also named by the CCRYS project workers. This, it was felt, had implications for youth 

work: 

When we did the training with the young people ... the sense that I got 

was they really, really want to get involved in stuff but there's an issue of 

safety. Really they don't feel safe in a lot of the spaces that are offered for 

them. In terms of the youth services, geographically again, we're talking 

about youth projects that are in areas that are pretty difficult, so the 

services that can provide a service to these young people or that are 

equipped to do it are not in areas that actually are safe enough for these 

young people to access. 

According to her colleague:

If you unpack the issues that young women are coming up against, 

there's mad stuff all together. If you're talking about the young women in 

the [mosque] ... if you can get to a conversation of their experience of 

living in the area, or areas like it, lots of stuff is coming up around how safe 

they feel on the streets, around … racist incidents, getting their hijabs 

pulled off them, being spat at, all that kind of stuff. It's so normalised, it's 

mad, crazy, you know? And not having a space to process that and just 

that sense of 'that's just the way it is.’

The parent of a young Muslim girl noted that: 

There is a lot of Islamaphobia going around at the moment. I do fear 

where I send my kids. I have to have different nationalities in that group to 

feel that my kids are going to be safe. If it’s just an all-Irish place, I’m not 

comfortable … I’m not comfortable, because they will always come back 

and say ‘So-and-so said this. So-and-so said that’ … I mean I’m not 

saying I want every single box to be ticked, even if it was just [a] multi-cul-

tural [group], I would be quite happy. 

Her responses also highlighted how her daughter’s agency and ‘voice’ were constrained 

by macro social policy concerning Muslims beyond Ireland, in this case the so-called 

‘Preventing Violent Extremism’   agenda in the UK. She explained that she liked to give her 

daughter the tools to respond to misrepresentations of Islam by teachers or peers. Howev-

er, she also cautioned her daughter to ‘be careful what you say [at school]’: 

Because she’s very voiceful. She gives her opinion. I’m also fearful at the 

moment of what’s happening in the UK. The government is asking 

schools to keep an eye on students to see who is extremist, and they 

should be reported and everything. I say to her ‘you have to be careful’. I 

don’t know what the agenda is here.

Finally, young people’s strategies for coping with racism or exclusion were mentioned. 

Both CCRYS workers noted that humour was one way in which young people managed 

their experiences of racism. For instance, young Muslims might humorously take on a 

stereotype as a means of satirising and coping with the association between Islam and 

terrorism:

I see [this use of humour by] young people in lots of different ways. It’s 

putting [the stereotype] out there and [saying] ‘I’ll get there before you do, 

you know?’ ‘This is who I am. And I know what you think. And [I] can laugh 

at it.’

It was further suggested that young people might ‘self-exclude’ from mainstream youth 

work or other related ‘white’ spaces in search of better ways of processing their experienc-

es. According to one young person: 

When you see [how] … the media [represent us] … [and]  all the experi-

ences that we’ve had, and you think about going to a predominantly white 

youth centre … with all that baggage, it’s kind of almost easier not to and 

to maybe self-organise … Because all of these things have an effect on 

you. So maybe you think forming a group that’s not [already] there, that’s 

with people who have shared experiences would be easier and more 

helpful (Participant I, focus group 2). 

4.2 The Role of Youth Work
In this section, we consider in turn the implications for youth work of each of the themes 

addressed in the preceding section with reference to relevant literature. We then discuss 

research findings which related specifically to youth work, highlighting its potential but 

also the ongoing challenges which remain with regard to the participation of young people 

from ethnic minority groups.  

i. Migration, Identity and Belonging

Our findings indicate that youth workers working with young people from ethnic minority 

groups may need to be aware of how issues pertaining to their personal and social identity 

affect their sense of belonging and wellbeing. The potential role of youth work in this 

regard was summed up by one of the CCRYS project workers: 

We have a whole generation of young people who are trying to negotiate 

what it feels to be both Muslim and Irish, both black and Irish and I see 

them struggling with this stuff. So that's one side of it. But I also see them 

have all the other stuff that happens to young people – having to deal with 

relationships and broken hearts and having trouble with school and 

clashing with their friends and stuff on the internet and getting into 

trouble. So you have all that … stuff of being a teenager … and then they 

have this extra layer of stuff … For me that's where youth work comes in. 

[It] makes space for young people to make sense of their own social 

reality and help them negotiate this. 

The findings also suggest that youth workers must walk a fine line between offering 

support where necessary while avoiding a situation where young people may feel inap-

propriately singled out (see also ní Laoire, et al, 2011). This work must take place in 

spaces where young people feel safe. Some of the findings - for instance, the comment 

by participant I above -indicate that this may need to happen in identity-specific groups 

or in groups comprising young people with shared exposure to or experience of the 

issue(s) in question. This is in keeping with commonly-held youth work values and 

approaches which are concerned with developing flexible responses to the particular 

needs of young people as they arise. 

ii. Parental and Community Regulation

While all young people face constraints on their personal autonomy, our research found 

evidence that young people from ethnic minorities may be subjected to greater parental 

regulation and community expectation than their ‘Irish’ peers. This suggests that youth 

work may have a role in providing a space for young people to process the sometimes 

conflicting expectations which they may face. It also raises challenges for how the princi-

ple of self-determination — that is ‘the non-directive enabling of young people to make 

decisions and choices in their lives’ (Imam and Bowler, 2010: 144)  — has traditionally 

been understood within youth work practice. For example, some parental involvement in 

activity choices may have to be countenanced in order to facilitate inclusion. 

This theme underscores the advice of previous strategies and guides for intercultural 

youth work (Lynam, 2009; NYCI/Youthnet, 2012) which emphasised that youth workers 

may need to purposively and patiently spend time building up the trust and buy-in of 

parents, guardians and community leaders. It also suggests that youth workers may need 

to be aware of the greater restrictions placed on some young migrants’ free time when 

planning the timing and location of activities.  

iii. Religious Beliefs and Observance

The centrality of religious faith in many young people’s lives carries with it a number of 

implications for youth work. Firstly, it suggests that practitioners need to increase their 

religious literacy. Indeed, there is some evidence of nascent efforts by youth workers to 

achieve this. One youth worker interviewed for the research noted that workers in her 

project who were working with Muslim children and parents in their homework club were 

‘trying to educate themselves [about different religions], so they’ve gotten books that are 

child-friendly around religion.’ 

With regard to young people’s location at the interface between conflicting value systems, 

the findings imply that youth workers may have a role to play in supporting young people 

to discuss and debate different worldviews in a safe and respectful environment. There 

may also be a role for youth work in supporting young people to discuss complex issues 

surrounding individual sexuality which may not be addressed at home. For instance, 

according to one of the migrant community leaders: 

A lot of what is going there are issues … to do with sexuality, and sexual 

identity that you’d find within the African community it’s a no-go area. 

People assume there are no gay people or … whatever … You cannot 

lead them … but you need to create space where the conversations can 

be had (Participant A, focus group 1).

Changes to youth work practice may also be required in order to accommodate the religi-

osity within many ethnic minority families. For example, our research found evidence of 

how one youth project within the Canal Communities area managed, after some difficul-

ties, to accommodate the needs of the Muslim children in relation to Halal food. 

With regard to young Muslim women specifically, the research indicates that youth work-

ers must find ways of accommodating the parental regulation which they may face, while 

avoiding stereotypes of young Muslim women as passive or without a voice (see McGarry, 

2012). It is also important not to create the impression that religious observance should or 

could inevitably exclude them from youth work. Up to 18 young girls from one Dublin 

mosque engaged with the CCRYS intercultural youth project during its lifetime. For two or 

three of these young people, their participation was confined to activities within the 

mosque. For most of the others, their participation was permitted in youth activities outside 

the mosque where relationships of trust had been established with those carrying them 

out and if one of the Muslim volunteers was also present. One of the CCRYS intercultural 

youth project workers expressed the view that with more time, they could have deepened 

the relationship of trust with Muslim parents and religious leaders to a point where more 

young women could access activities without the involvement of parents or adult mem-

bers of the Muslim community. This also underlines the importance of involving workers 

and volunteers from ethnic minority communities in youth work. 

In order to widen the participation of young Muslim women in youth work, however, the 

provision of youth work to gender-specific groups will have to be considered (see also 

McGarry, 2012; for an opposing perspective, see Cressey, 2006). Failure to offer a dedi-

cated space to young Muslim women will result in their exclusion. There is considerable 

precedent for gender-specific groups within youth work. These have been undertaken 

with members of the Traveller Community and in relation to matters such as sexual health 

(NYCI, 2012). Gender-specific youth work has long been regarded as a means of 

addressing the specific needs of young women and of mitigating young women’s margin-

alisation within youth work spaces (Hanbury, Lee and Batsleer, 2010). 

Finally, in highlighting this theme, we also suggest that, as practitioners, we avoid a binary 

understanding of the differences between Muslim and non-Muslim/Christian and 

non-Christian value systems and remember that religious and cultural communities are 

complex, heterogeneous and dynamic. As we have seen, differing interpretations of 

religious doctrine and cultural practices — such as the prohibition on ‘free-mixing’ (mixed 

activities between male and female) or attitudes to young women’s sporting activities 

—are evident among adherents of the same faith.

iv. Leadership and Civic/Political Participation

Many of our findings challenge stereotypes of young migrants as passively ‘in need’ of 

integration (see ní Laoire et al, 2011). This is particularly in evidence in the findings relat-

ing to young people’s leadership and desire to activate social change. While we cannot 

make any claims as to the typicality of these young people’s perspectives, such findings 

appear highly relevant to youth work given its central concern with enabling young 

people’s voice. Furthermore, it is significant that the young African women had self-organ-

ised as a group, with the support of the migrant women’s organisation and of CCRYS itself. 

This indicates a possible role for youth workers and other trusted allies in enabling young 

migrants’ self-organisation where such a need exists.  

v. Racism and Exclusion

Our research confirms the findings of previous research in relation to the prevalence of 

racism in young migrants’ lives (see also Gilligan et al, 2010; ní Laoire, 2011; Szlovák and 

Szewczyk, 2015). This theme has a number of important consequences for youth work.

 

Firstly, a meaningful youth work relationship may help young people to process their expe-

riences of racism, experiences which are multi-faceted and gendered. Secondly, critical, 

open, non-judgemental conversations of the type advocated by Thomas and Henri (2011) 

are crucial to supporting young people to address their racist views. Youth work’s capaci-

ty for creative, flexible approaches is relevant in this regard.  For example, one youth 

worker described her project’s use of ‘Theatre of the Oppressed’ methodology with young 

people as a means of initiating what Thomas (2002: 60) calls ‘conversations with a 

purpose’ in relation to matters of social injustice. Nonetheless, deeply held racist attitudes 

among some of the young people attending some youth services are clearly a problem to 

which there is no easy solution. Thomas and Henri (2011) who have worked with young 

white people within communities characterised by deep racial divisions in northern 

England have suggested that opportunities for cross-community interaction on a planned 

and sustained basis can make a difference here. Where young people cannot attend 

youth services due to fears of racism and personal safety or who ‘self-exclude’ in the 

manner described by some of our young participants, there is an imperative that alterna-

tive spaces for flexible, youth-centred support are identified and resourced. All these 

steps may depend on youth organisations building greater fluency around racism and 

diversity issues.

 vi. Barriers to Accessing Youth Work

In addition to the findings set out above, the research identified a number of barriers to the 

participation in youth work by young people from ethnic minorities. These relate to how 

youth work is often structured and resourced. 

Firstly, constraints associated with the geographical boundaries of youth organisation’s 

catchment areas were noted. It was suggested by the CCRYS intercultural youth project 

workers that many young people from ethnic minorities are congregating in spaces, such 

as their mosque, which are outside the areas in which they live. This means that they are 

less likely to access youth work services in the areas where they reside.  

Secondly and relatedly, the sort of outreach which is traditionally undertaken by youth 

services, for instance, through street work or in social housing estates, does not enable 

contact with young people who are congregating in different sorts of spaces, such as 

mosques. This can render them invisible to youth services.  

Thirdly, although we have mentioned matters of ethnic identity, the question of social class 

is also relevant to our study. Youth work in some areas has been built up over many years 

to respond to the needs of young people deemed ‘at risk’ due to their specific experiences 

of class-based exclusion and inequality.   Such youth services may use models of practice 

which are focused on the issues facing young people ‘at risk’ of involvement in addiction 

or crime. It was suggested that these issues may not be as relevant to many young people 

from ethnic minority communities. According to one youth worker for instance:  

Young people come here when their needs are not being met. Their risk 

level is very different. Drug use is quite serious here and young people 

quite young are getting involved in running and taking drugs, particularly 

smoking grass and I mean from 9, 10 years of age, very young. I don’t see 

Muslim children getting involved in that kind of activity. 

Finally, a shortage of resources placed significant pressure on youth organisations and 

undermined their capacity to keep the issue of intercultural youth work consistently on 

their agenda. According to one youth worker, for example:

We are down to the wire here and I’m really not just moaning saying that, 

we genuinely are. There’s a lot of stuff we’ve had to just drop because we 

just can’t manage it. And I’m really trying to be careful that people don’t 

do over their hours. Because you can get burned out very easily. 

Her colleague in another youth project expressed the view that

When things get very busy we revert to type. We go back to ... what we 

are supposed to do – all about those [young people] most at risk that 

present in that chaotic way … so it can be very easy to put [efforts to 

include ethnic minority young people] by the wayside … because there is 

so much [else to do] … You have to have that passion within you, you 

have to have that want within you [to do additional work to reach ethnic 

minority young people]. It’s not as if you’re going to have nothing [else] to 

do. So someone has to come and say – and from up high, our funders – 

that this is an issue, this is something that we want you to look at.

One of the CCRYS project workers expressed the view that:  

Youth projects, from what I can see, that engage with more diverse young 

people - in the sense of class - seem to find it easier to attract young 

people from ethnic minority communities … I think it might be linked to 

resources. Projects that are stripped to the bare bones [often] concen-

trate on firefighting with the most ‘at risk’ young people and this can 

create youth work spaces that are inaccessible or tough for minority 

ethnic young people. 

vii. The Potential of Youth Work 

Although we have highlighted barriers within youth work, our research also illuminated its 

relevance and the potential it offers for including young people from ethnic minority 

groups and for addressing some of their needs. Firstly, despite the constraints they faced, 

there was evidence of a ‘buy-in’ from youth services to the principle of inclusive youth 

work. According to one youth worker for example:

I was a very loud voice in team meetings that we don’t need to change 

any strategy [to include more young people from ethnic minorities], that 

young people are young people and the door is always open, it’s all about 

voluntary participation. If they want to come, we’ll sort it out then and 

integrate. I still have part of those views. But with [CCRYS intercultural 

youth project worker] arriving and some of the conversations with her … 

it just let me know that it’s just not that simple. In a way that was a bit of a 

cop-out … you have to make that effort. You have to make it appealing in 

some way, shape or form.

One of the youth projects in the area had succeeded in including young people from a 

range of ethnic minority backgrounds in mainstream youth work activities. Another project 

had not succeeded in attracting many teenagers from ethnic minority communities but it 

had a significant numbers of Muslim children in its homework club. She recalled:

[We] would always encourage in the homework clubs that parents would 

go along to trips and different things. So the Muslim women just took it up 

really quickly. I’ve often seen them bringing in food and everything to the 

homework clubs. Particularly in the summer project they were making 

sweets that they make and the kids were all loving them. And it was 

getting to a point last summer where the kids were putting orders in, 

saying ‘will you bring sweets to this trip?’ And it was all really nice. And it 

was a really nice way to integrate the kids in and the parents in, and I 

suppose to try and tackle the whole racism issue, but in a normal way. 

 

Secondly, youth work’s flexibility and its capacity to engage young people and foster 

cross-community interaction in creative ways also emerged. A youth worker recalled a 

project organised in collaboration with the CCRYS intercultural youth project:

The graffiti around Fatima… was a project that we did with two artists 

[who] came over from England. One was Muslim and one was 

English-Irish so we did graffiti on the pitch around there. It was basically 

of the flats and a butterfly emerging [to symbolise] the whole regeneration 

[process] because the Muslim symbols are very similar to the old Celtic 

symbols so that was put onto it as well. So that and the fact that one of the 

artists was Muslim, the young people were asking a lot of questions about 

stuff that they’re just curious about, that they don’t understand. And we 

[youth workers] were as well because there’s loads I obviously don’t know 

… And the young people, because they were able to talk to him and he 

was a graffiti artist, so he was cool and they were asking him loads of 

questions and he was very honest … So that was really good. 

Thirdly, youth work offers a means where young people can simply be ‘young’ without the 

label of ‘migrant’. For instance, one young person recalled her participation in Foróige’s 

‘Big Brother, Big Sister’ mentoring programme:

I loved [it] because there wasn’t really anything about me being from a 

migrant background. It was about me being a role model for another 

young person growing up in my school and stuff like that (Participant G, 

focus group 2).



44

In what follows, we outline our findings with regard to our previously stated research aims. 

Our first section below, ‘Issues Experienced by Young People from Ethnic Minorities’, 
identifies five significant, intertwined themes. These are, firstly, the challenges young 

people face in navigating the multiple and sometimes conflicting forces which shape their 

sense of personal and social identity and which inform their sense of belonging; secondly, 

the impact on young people of parental and community expectations; thirdly, the signifi-

cance of religious observance and religious influences in young people’s lives; fourthly, 

opportunities for leadership and civic or political participation and fifthly, the ongoing 

reality of racism in young people’s lives.

 

The next section, ‘the Role of Youth Work’, considers the implications for youth work of 

these themes and provides an account of our findings with regard to youth work and the 

inclusion of young people from ethnic minorities. The subsequent section, ‘CCRYS Inter-
cultural Youth Project: What Lessons Can We Learn?’, focuses specifically on the 

experiences of the intercultural youth project within CCRYS. We analyse some of the key 

successes, challenges and complexities which the project and its partner organisations 

encountered during its lifetime and consider the implications of these for youth work. 

Our final section provides some brief conclusions to the study and offers recommenda-

tions for furthering youth work with young migrants based on the results of our study. 

4.1 Issues Experienced by Young People 
from Ethnic Minorities 
i.        Migration, Identity and Belonging 
Our research suggested that young people, particularly those who were born in Ireland or 

who arrived here as children, feel an affinity with more than one national or cultural identi-

ty. For instance, in their responses to a question on this matter on the questionnaire 

distributed prior to the focus groups, some of the young people described themselves in 

hyphenated terms such as ‘Irish-Congolese’, ‘Cameroonian-Irish’ or ‘Palestinian-Irish’. 

The research also indicated, however, that young people can face difficulties in navigat-

ing and expressing the different aspects of their ethnic and cultural identities. These 

difficulties manifested in a number of areas. Firstly, it was apparent that many young 

people do not identify with their ‘country of origin’ as strongly as their parents or older 

siblings. In a quotation which underscores the child-specific nature of the migration expe-

rience, one migrant community leader suggested that:

 

[Many] parents don’t seem to understand what migration is for their kids. 

Like for me, I can always say ‘I can go back to Zimbabwe’. But for [the 

young people], Zimbabwe … [is] not necessarily home. [In] Ireland … 

people meet them and say ‘go back to Africa’. But that’s not a reality for 

them. So because of colour of skin or even because of religion there’s an 

expectation that when you say ‘home’ you mean somewhere outside of 

Ireland or off the continent of Europe. And because parents have 

options [to go to another place they call ‘home’], they don’t seem to 

realise that their kids don’t have that option and nobody is talking about 

[this] (Participant A, focus group 1). 

The complex socialisation and sense of identity of second and ‘1.5’ generation young 

people meant that they sometimes have to negotiate differing expectations. A CCRYS 

project worker described the sorts of issues which she had discussed with young 

people: 

   

They were saying that … a lot of their parents want them to keep their 

culture but a lot of parents want them to assimilate and they will push 

them to do stuff. The young people keep saying that they [are] being 

pushed everywhere and in all directions and by everybody … A huge 

amount of pressure … And … [their] sense of Irishness, it seems really 

complex, really difficult, more so because there is no space given to 

them for support with it and no one is giving them that support

Secondly, young people recalled difficulties in ‘escaping’ particular labels or responses 

which made them feel ‘different’ at a time when they wished to blend in with their peers. 

According to one young person: 

I’ve been involved in mainstream youth work … when I was younger ... 

They had certain things that I was really interested in like a youth forum 

and a choir. So I felt listened to … But I think youth work sometimes is 

very constrained and for people maybe from a migrant background it 

might be harder. Because at this age when you’re young you’re trying to 

navigate your identity and when you go into a youth club — that’s your 

identity. You’re black. You’re from a migrant background. And it’s some-

thing that’s stamped on you and I think people might shy away from that 

a little bit. I went through that as well. Because first of all I have interests 

but when you go there they’re like ‘oh where are you from?’ All these ques-

tions and you’re not really sure where you stand as well in your identity as 

yourself (Participant I, focus group 2). 

Relatedly, although some participants felt that culturally-related events to promote interac-

tion among young people were of value, the efficacy of once-off ‘intercultural’ days based 

on superficial markers of culture was questioned. One migrant community leader noted:

 

We were talking … to some kids, they were saying that some schools do 

… cultural days … and they say ‘you bring whatever from your country’, 

and they [the young people] were saying they don’t like it because it 

means they are on the platform, they are being showcased ... this is the 

show and everyone has to pay attention to them (Participant A, focus 

group 1). 

Finally, despite the desire to minimise their ethnic or cultural differences, paradoxically 

perhaps, the need for young people to find a ‘voice’ and a space with other young people 

to discuss and process those very factors which render them different was identified. 

Another migrant leader noted that:

I was born in [North Africa] and I grew up in [Europe] and … the pressure 

you are talking about, the parents, the community … Like each individual 

experiences it in a different way and they have a different way to go 

through it and manage it. But … there’s a conflict around them [young 

people] and a conflict in them. So I know how they feel and I know when 

they are given a voice, they can get to the next step (Participant C, focus 

group 1).

One of the young participants described some of the reasons for her participation in a 

self-organised young women’s group: 

If you ask many of us now compared to our parents’ mindset it’s going to 

be totally changing [different] from their mindsets so [participating in this 

group], it’s this thing of ‘we have a common ground’. Because here we 

are caught in two positions – we’ve come to this new society where they 

have their own way of going; our parents have their own way of going at 

home. Where does the balance step in? Do I have people who under-

stand that balance in my head? (Participant G, focus group 2). 

ii. Parental and Community Regulation

A second, interrelated topic to emerge from the data was the impact on young people of 

intergenerational differences with regard to matters such as appropriate behaviour or 

cultural norms. Young people often had to deal with differences between the expectations 

of their parents or communities and those of their peers and the wider ‘Irish’ community. 

For instance, culturally specific understandings of young people’s personal autonomy 

were apparent. During discussions with the young African women, the matter of parental 

discipline was discussed. One participant argued that:

 

Our parents have a different mindset. … Because if I want to … maybe … 

blend in with the real [sic] kids who grew up here, their parents let them 

go out at 14 until 10pm, at 15 until 11pm, all the parties. And my parents 

are like ‘you better be home at 7’ (Participant J, focus group 2). 

She added that: 

I know African people have many different cultures, but I think one thing 

that we have in common is our parents – there’s some kind of discipline 

that runs around Africa. I don’t know how, why, but it’s present in nearly 

every country

There was a gendered dimension to the theme of young people’s autonomy, though 

young women’s sense of agency also emerged strongly from the data. Another partici-

pant suggested that: 

Even in our own families how we’re treated because we’re girls to our 

brothers is totally different, and how sometimes -  I’m talking from my own 

experience here – as if I had an older brother, he probably would have 

been allowed out and about and been involved in a lot of things more than 

I would I feel. Unfortunately my parents are unlucky they got a girl that is 

kind of like a boy – so I didn’t really need that permission, I just went for it 

(Participant G, focus group 2). 

While limitations on young people’s autonomy appears to stem from particular cultural 

and religious attitudes towards matters such as gender, parenting and childhood, they 

are also partly attributable to parental fears for their children’s safety in a context of signifi-

cant levels of societal racism – a theme we address in more detail below. For example, the 

parent whom we interviewed noted that: 

[My daughter] has said to me ‘Mum, I want to go in a protest’. I’m saying 

‘no you’re not going’. Because in the protest things can go wrong and 

you’ve put yourself in danger. So you have to protect yourself. There is 

other ways of protesting — whether it’s writing or voicing — but don’t go 

there and be screaming and shouting. People have different kinds of 

banners on them … So you have to choose carefully in what you partici-

pate in and don’t participate in. We are still a minority here and it’s very 

easy for people to attack us. So I am very, very cautious.

She recalled the responses of some of her daughter’s friends upon hearing that she was 

allowed to travel alone on the bus:

 

[My daughter] was talking to some of the Muslim girls, and they were like 

'Your parents let you get the bus? Aren't you scared? They let you? That's 

so dangerous!' But this is what they have been told.  It's unsafe for you to 

be outside.

It was also noted that young women can face pressures from their wider communities with 

regard to expectations of appropriate behaviour. In reference to the young Muslim women 

she worked with, one of the CCRYS project workers noted that:

[Many people in their community have] an opinion about them and are 

very vocal about it. They have women who aren’t related to them but are 

‘aunties’ telling them that they shouldn’t have Facebook [etc.] … and 

others are saying ‘no it’s fine’.

A group of young Muslim women became enthusiastic members of a football club for girls. 

While their participation was supported by their parents, it was also met with some nega-

tive responses from other community members. According to the same project worker:

 

Stuff … comes up for the girls [who are] playing soccer in the hijab … 

There is a bit of a backlash from some people in the community saying 

'this isn't for Muslims'. So they're pushing in a particular direction. But 

there's a huge amount of pressure put on them which says, 'Ok, if you 

want to play football, you have to be a perfect Muslim. You don't give them 

[some members of the community] anything that they can throw at you'. 

So they're carrying this responsibility. They're pushing forward and they're 

groundbreakers. But they're not allowed to make mistakes like other 

young people do as the … community is watching them. 

 

While parental and community regulation can constrain the activities of some young 

Muslims, there is also clear evidence of a diversity of perspectives among migrant 

parents and leaders. While careful not to expose their children to harm, the parent and 

leader whom we interviewed both acted as positive role models for the young women in 

their care and were anxious that they had as many opportunities for social interaction and 

personal development as possible. As the parent explained with regard to youth work:

It … empower[s] the girls with tools that they could actually bring to their 

future life … [My daughter] understands more about youth work and 

participating and voicing and how … to do a campaign ... This is some-

thing that was alien to me and it was alien to her as well. When she came 

last night [from the CCRYS leadership training] she said ‘that was really 

intense. I don’t know if I took anything in.’ But she did, you know? From 

talking to her, she had [taken it in] … And this is something I would like 

my daughter or my children to carry on with. 

iii.  Religious Beliefs and Observance 

Religious faith and practice were central features in the lives of many of the young partici-

pants in this study. Three key findings were noted with regard to this. Firstly, religion is a 

key source of support and strength in their lives. The following comment from one young 

person exemplified this view:

Church … again comes down to this idea of community. You are sharing 

something in common, you’re supporting each other’s faith as well and 

also I think the support does not just come from the people but from your 

belief itself. Because I believe in God and I get my strength from knowing 

that he is going to help me (Participant G, focus group 2). 

Secondly, the research found that young people are often located at the intersection of 

different value systems and that their religious backgrounds played a key role in this. It 

was suggested that negotiating these different value systems created tensions and pres-

sures in the young people’s lives. For example, the focus group with community and 

religious leaders occurred shortly after the 2015 Marriage Equality referendum in Ireland. 

It was pointed out by the participants that many people in their communities that were 

affiliated with African Pentecostal Churches were opposed to civil marriage for gay and 

lesbian people. The Methodist minister, for instance, noted that those among the second 

generation that supported a ‘no’ vote were reproached by their peers while those that 

advocated a ‘yes’ faced recrimination from their family or community. He added:

The school [is] educating the child for 20 hours a week. But any good 

African Pentecostal Church, you’re going to have a very high level of 

involvement with it. So there’s this double value formation … [At] my 

school, all the kids did a ‘vote yes’ thing and then in the evening you go to 

a prayer meeting, and it’s ‘vote no’. And it’s the … youth that are … having 

to negotiate [that] (Participant D, focus group 1) 

One of the CCRYS project workers noted the ‘conflictual messages’ which the young 

people were receiving: 

I remember that came out from [one young person during the leadership 

training we did] when she was talking about one of the challenges … 

about becoming an activist and getting projects off the ground. She 

named religious conservatism. But she constantly talks about different 

issues, about LGBT rights and I thought 'this is mad.' She’s probably hear-

ing all of these things [LGBT rights etc.] in school … and then she's prob-

ably hearing other things in other spaces. 

A third finding to emerge in relation to religious observance was its implications for partici-

pation in youth work. One of our focus group participants had established a girls’ group 

within her mosque. However, some other community members were fearful of her efforts 

to introduce structured youth activities. Their objections appeared to centre on a fear that 

involvement in youth activities might dilute or detract from the young people’s understand-

ing and practice of Islam. According to a parent of one of the girls:

[The young people] all want activities, they all want activities. But [some 

of] the older women – the mothers maybe - have objections. It’s a conflict 

of culture … between generations … [The young people are] going to 

non-Muslim schools. You know your environment influences you. And 

they’re still young as well you have to remember. They’re not fully under-

standing Islam … The older generations understand Islam better. And 

there’s kind of a conflict there. 

She mentioned that anyone working with Muslim youth would need to be very aware of ‘the 

needs of the Muslim child’, including, for instance, the prohibition of ‘free-mixing’, that is, 

socialising between young men and women. She further noted that the presence of youth 

workers from the Muslim religion would be of great benefit in allaying parental and com-

munity fears.

iv.  Leadership and Civic/Political Participation 

The research found that some of the young women wished to be involved in issue-based 

work. This was particularly apparent among the young African women who were already 

affiliated with a migrant women’s rights organisation. As one of them said, ‘we’re literally 

dying of ideas to improve our community or improve the nation.’ The young women’s 

responses reflected their concern with migrant-specific inequalities.

According to one participant:

We are migrant women in this country and we — I believe almost half of 

us here —have gone through … a bit of discrimination here and there, 

racism here and there and obviously it wouldn’t be an easy task changing 

that, but it would be great seeing us improving on that (Participant F, 

focus group 2). 

However, they also expressed a desire to be involved in issues affecting young people in 

Ireland generally. For example, when discussing her perceptions of the Irish education 

system, another participant noted that: 

[M]any [young] people feel like ‘I can’t get in [to college] anyways and I’m 

not going to strive for it.’ … Even the Irish kids themselves, they end up at 

a place of ‘I can just get a FETAC [course] and get a work’ and … it’s 

really not good, it limits the mind … So I would definitely change the 

educational system to such a way that it can accommodate everybody in 

their different ways to strive for a better education, a better future 

because at the end of the day it brings out a better country (Participant J, 

focus group 2). 

Some of the participants demonstrated significant potential for youth leadership. One 

young person recalled how: 

We were sitting in Stephen’s Green yesterday after [a] … conference 

talking about different issues and it was so empowering and so motivat-

ing … We talked about real issues that were happening and they got to a 

point of even coming up with solutions and making connections between 

different things (Participant I, focus group 2). 

The potential for leadership and an interest in issues facing young people among migrant 

young people was also evident during discussions at the youth leadership training deliv-

ered by the CCRYS intercultural youth project. The participants in this training were from 

a range of ethnic minority backgrounds. One of the CCRYS project workers noted:

LGBT stuff came out during the training mainly through the Muslim girls 

that wear the veil. They were actually really, really concerned that their 

LGBT peers wouldn't be supported. It was really Interesting. All of them 

mentioned LGBT as an issue that they felt really strongly about

 v. Racism and Exclusion 

A key issue to emerge from across the all interviews and focus groups was the degree to 

which racism had become a ‘normal’ feature of young people’s lives. The research also 

found that, while friendships with young ‘Irish’ people had been formed, young people 

also experienced exclusion among their peers. 

Participants discussed misrepresentations of and racist attitudes towards both Muslims 

and black Africans. These had a significant impact on the young people whose respons-

es ranged from frustration to a deep sense of hurt. Some participants were frustrated by 

ignorance, misinformation or generalisations about Africa. According to one young 

person: 

I’ve lived in Africa. It’s not just bushes and forests and everything. Things 

happen in Africa. Beautiful things. But then again the way the Irish people 

ask is from the perception that they’ve been given. ‘Oh it’s just poverty. 

The people there are just struggling.’ All this kind of stuff. And they 

wouldn’t really know our cultures and the way we act to certain things 

(Participant K, focus group 2).

Another young person who had migrated to Ireland as a young adult recalled a conversa-

tion she had had with her younger brother who was born in Ireland. 

When I came to this country, my little brother asked me a question … ‘Do 

you sleep on a bed in Africa?’ And I said ‘hold on little brother. Why do 

you ask this question?’ And he was like ‘because our teacher was talking 

to us about Africa and he was saying literally that in Africa most people 

live in the bush, they don’t sleep on beds, they don’t have telly … like 

they’re struggling in Africa.’ And I said to him ‘Baby, when you go to 

school tomorrow, you tell teacher Africans are humans. They have a bed, 

they have telly’ (Participant F, focus group 2)

The following quotation from one young person typified the view among the Muslim girls 

that they were constantly judged on the basis of crimes committed in the name of Islam:

 

Sometimes, in the news they judge a whole community based on 10 

people and … that’s why people mostly when they see Muslims they think 

… ‘these people don’t give education to girls, they’re just bad, they do 

bombs, and 9/11 and stuff.’ They don’t think about the other good stuff we 

do (Participant P, focus group 3). 

Similarly, her friend commented that:

If they said something in the news that’s bad about Muslims, it does not 

mean I’m one of them. Maybe I’ve got other thinking. Maybe … they’re 

thinking they want to kill people, I’m not like that ... Islam is all about 

peace and loving people (Participant M, focus group 3).

Experiences of racism emerged too in the accounts of the young African women. One 

participant described the emotional and exclusionary effects of racist discourses about 

black Africans: 

Because most people think you just came from Africa and then started 

taking things from us, benefits, job-wise and other stuff. So I feel like a 

gold-digger (Participant F, focus group 2). 

In a similar vein, another young person noted:

Even sometimes I’m scared to go into ... the social welfare offices 

because I see all these eyes around me. I can’t wait to finish college and 

get myself a job so I don’t have to go back in there. It’s so scary. You go 

in there and you feel like ’oh my days, they’re all looking at me.’ I feel like 

I shouldn’t be here (Participant K, focus group 2).

The wounding effects of online racism and its consequences for migrants’ participation 

and sense of belonging in Irish society were also mentioned by a number of research 

participants. For one young person:

I feel if I read stuff in the media, if someone writes an article about 

migrants or stuff like that, the kind of comments from people - literally 

when I read them I feel, well these are people, this is society, that’s what 

they’re saying about migrants in the country. And when you read them, 

they are really, really horrible. It feels like ‘I should just hide in my room. I 

shouldn’t come out’… They smile but just pretending, but not letting some-

one fully in. Because what they write in the media and stuff like that isn’t 

really good, isn’t positive about migrants (Participant K, focus group 2).

In addition to general racist attitudes, participants also noted instances of bullying or 

exclusion by their peers which they believed were related to their Muslim identity, though 

it is important to emphasise that some participants also spoke of their Irish classmates 

being their ‘bestos’ [best friends]. One of them recalled:

Like in my class on the first day, one of the girls she didn’t really like me 

because I was wearing a scarf but then even like when I was writing with 

a pencil, I asked her did she want to write with it, and she was like ‘no, I 

won’t touch that’. And I was like ‘ok that’s your decision. What are you 

going to write with?’ And then in the school years, we’re actually like best 

pals now, literally. She just like knows me now. She just thought I was bad 

or something (Participant P, focus group 3). 

Another participant said:

Well I get bullied because I’m Muslim and I still do … I told my teacher 

and then she apologised to me and then she’s really nice to me. But then 

these girls these days, they’re not that nice to me. I’m actually not really 

sure why they’re not nice to me maybe because of the colour of my skin 

or something. But they like everybody else in the class and they don’t like 

me mostly. When people have birthday parties, this girl she had a birth-

day party and she invited the whole class except me (Participant Q, focus 

group 3). 

A further manifestation of racism and exclusion highlighted in the research were the phys-

ical threats or racist encounters from strangers in public experienced by some of the 

young people. These encounters took a highly gendered form particularly as they related 

to stereotypes about black women’s sexuality. One young person recalled:

On the buses I’ve had experience where these guys are like ‘come marry 

me, I’ll give you a green card’ and all this … And older guys as well …on 

the streets sometimes. I don’t think they would say the same thing to a 

young Irish person … I look like a kid! I could have been any age, coming 

up to you and being like ‘Hey, do you want to sleep with me tonight?’, like 

propositioning you … I’ve had a friend who was asked if she’s a prostitute 

(Participant I, focus group 2). 

A fellow participant responded that this had happened to her also: 

I was just innocently standing at a bus stop and someone said ‘do you 

want to come with me?’ I said ‘where?’ ‘I will pay you good’. I mean I really 

felt like ‘what do you take me for? You really think I’m just standing here 

waiting for you to ask me if you will pay me well’ (Participant H, focus 

group 2). 

The threat to young people’s safety and bodily integrity as a consequence of racism was 

also named by the CCRYS project workers. This, it was felt, had implications for youth 

work: 

When we did the training with the young people ... the sense that I got 

was they really, really want to get involved in stuff but there's an issue of 

safety. Really they don't feel safe in a lot of the spaces that are offered for 

them. In terms of the youth services, geographically again, we're talking 

about youth projects that are in areas that are pretty difficult, so the 

services that can provide a service to these young people or that are 

equipped to do it are not in areas that actually are safe enough for these 

young people to access. 

According to her colleague:

If you unpack the issues that young women are coming up against, 

there's mad stuff all together. If you're talking about the young women in 

the [mosque] ... if you can get to a conversation of their experience of 

living in the area, or areas like it, lots of stuff is coming up around how safe 

they feel on the streets, around … racist incidents, getting their hijabs 

pulled off them, being spat at, all that kind of stuff. It's so normalised, it's 

mad, crazy, you know? And not having a space to process that and just 

that sense of 'that's just the way it is.’

The parent of a young Muslim girl noted that: 

There is a lot of Islamaphobia going around at the moment. I do fear 

where I send my kids. I have to have different nationalities in that group to 

feel that my kids are going to be safe. If it’s just an all-Irish place, I’m not 

comfortable … I’m not comfortable, because they will always come back 

and say ‘So-and-so said this. So-and-so said that’ … I mean I’m not 

saying I want every single box to be ticked, even if it was just [a] multi-cul-

tural [group], I would be quite happy. 

Her responses also highlighted how her daughter’s agency and ‘voice’ were constrained 

by macro social policy concerning Muslims beyond Ireland, in this case the so-called 

‘Preventing Violent Extremism’   agenda in the UK. She explained that she liked to give her 

daughter the tools to respond to misrepresentations of Islam by teachers or peers. Howev-

er, she also cautioned her daughter to ‘be careful what you say [at school]’: 

Because she’s very voiceful. She gives her opinion. I’m also fearful at the 

moment of what’s happening in the UK. The government is asking 

schools to keep an eye on students to see who is extremist, and they 

should be reported and everything. I say to her ‘you have to be careful’. I 

don’t know what the agenda is here.

Finally, young people’s strategies for coping with racism or exclusion were mentioned. 

Both CCRYS workers noted that humour was one way in which young people managed 

their experiences of racism. For instance, young Muslims might humorously take on a 

stereotype as a means of satirising and coping with the association between Islam and 

terrorism:

I see [this use of humour by] young people in lots of different ways. It’s 

putting [the stereotype] out there and [saying] ‘I’ll get there before you do, 

you know?’ ‘This is who I am. And I know what you think. And [I] can laugh 

at it.’

It was further suggested that young people might ‘self-exclude’ from mainstream youth 

work or other related ‘white’ spaces in search of better ways of processing their experienc-

es. According to one young person: 

When you see [how] … the media [represent us] … [and]  all the experi-

ences that we’ve had, and you think about going to a predominantly white 

youth centre … with all that baggage, it’s kind of almost easier not to and 

to maybe self-organise … Because all of these things have an effect on 

you. So maybe you think forming a group that’s not [already] there, that’s 

with people who have shared experiences would be easier and more 

helpful (Participant I, focus group 2). 

4.2 The Role of Youth Work
In this section, we consider in turn the implications for youth work of each of the themes 

addressed in the preceding section with reference to relevant literature. We then discuss 

research findings which related specifically to youth work, highlighting its potential but 

also the ongoing challenges which remain with regard to the participation of young people 

from ethnic minority groups.  

i. Migration, Identity and Belonging

Our findings indicate that youth workers working with young people from ethnic minority 

groups may need to be aware of how issues pertaining to their personal and social identity 

affect their sense of belonging and wellbeing. The potential role of youth work in this 

regard was summed up by one of the CCRYS project workers: 

We have a whole generation of young people who are trying to negotiate 

what it feels to be both Muslim and Irish, both black and Irish and I see 

them struggling with this stuff. So that's one side of it. But I also see them 

have all the other stuff that happens to young people – having to deal with 

relationships and broken hearts and having trouble with school and 

clashing with their friends and stuff on the internet and getting into 

trouble. So you have all that … stuff of being a teenager … and then they 

have this extra layer of stuff … For me that's where youth work comes in. 

[It] makes space for young people to make sense of their own social 

reality and help them negotiate this. 

The findings also suggest that youth workers must walk a fine line between offering 

support where necessary while avoiding a situation where young people may feel inap-

propriately singled out (see also ní Laoire, et al, 2011). This work must take place in 

spaces where young people feel safe. Some of the findings - for instance, the comment 

by participant I above -indicate that this may need to happen in identity-specific groups 

or in groups comprising young people with shared exposure to or experience of the 

issue(s) in question. This is in keeping with commonly-held youth work values and 

approaches which are concerned with developing flexible responses to the particular 

needs of young people as they arise. 

ii. Parental and Community Regulation

While all young people face constraints on their personal autonomy, our research found 

evidence that young people from ethnic minorities may be subjected to greater parental 

regulation and community expectation than their ‘Irish’ peers. This suggests that youth 

work may have a role in providing a space for young people to process the sometimes 

conflicting expectations which they may face. It also raises challenges for how the princi-

ple of self-determination — that is ‘the non-directive enabling of young people to make 

decisions and choices in their lives’ (Imam and Bowler, 2010: 144)  — has traditionally 

been understood within youth work practice. For example, some parental involvement in 

activity choices may have to be countenanced in order to facilitate inclusion. 

This theme underscores the advice of previous strategies and guides for intercultural 

youth work (Lynam, 2009; NYCI/Youthnet, 2012) which emphasised that youth workers 

may need to purposively and patiently spend time building up the trust and buy-in of 

parents, guardians and community leaders. It also suggests that youth workers may need 

to be aware of the greater restrictions placed on some young migrants’ free time when 

planning the timing and location of activities.  

iii. Religious Beliefs and Observance

The centrality of religious faith in many young people’s lives carries with it a number of 

implications for youth work. Firstly, it suggests that practitioners need to increase their 

religious literacy. Indeed, there is some evidence of nascent efforts by youth workers to 

achieve this. One youth worker interviewed for the research noted that workers in her 

project who were working with Muslim children and parents in their homework club were 

‘trying to educate themselves [about different religions], so they’ve gotten books that are 

child-friendly around religion.’ 

With regard to young people’s location at the interface between conflicting value systems, 

the findings imply that youth workers may have a role to play in supporting young people 

to discuss and debate different worldviews in a safe and respectful environment. There 

may also be a role for youth work in supporting young people to discuss complex issues 

surrounding individual sexuality which may not be addressed at home. For instance, 

according to one of the migrant community leaders: 

A lot of what is going there are issues … to do with sexuality, and sexual 

identity that you’d find within the African community it’s a no-go area. 

People assume there are no gay people or … whatever … You cannot 

lead them … but you need to create space where the conversations can 

be had (Participant A, focus group 1).

Changes to youth work practice may also be required in order to accommodate the religi-

osity within many ethnic minority families. For example, our research found evidence of 

how one youth project within the Canal Communities area managed, after some difficul-

ties, to accommodate the needs of the Muslim children in relation to Halal food. 

With regard to young Muslim women specifically, the research indicates that youth work-

ers must find ways of accommodating the parental regulation which they may face, while 

avoiding stereotypes of young Muslim women as passive or without a voice (see McGarry, 

2012). It is also important not to create the impression that religious observance should or 

could inevitably exclude them from youth work. Up to 18 young girls from one Dublin 

mosque engaged with the CCRYS intercultural youth project during its lifetime. For two or 

three of these young people, their participation was confined to activities within the 

mosque. For most of the others, their participation was permitted in youth activities outside 

the mosque where relationships of trust had been established with those carrying them 

out and if one of the Muslim volunteers was also present. One of the CCRYS intercultural 

youth project workers expressed the view that with more time, they could have deepened 

the relationship of trust with Muslim parents and religious leaders to a point where more 

young women could access activities without the involvement of parents or adult mem-

bers of the Muslim community. This also underlines the importance of involving workers 

and volunteers from ethnic minority communities in youth work. 

In order to widen the participation of young Muslim women in youth work, however, the 

provision of youth work to gender-specific groups will have to be considered (see also 

McGarry, 2012; for an opposing perspective, see Cressey, 2006). Failure to offer a dedi-

cated space to young Muslim women will result in their exclusion. There is considerable 

precedent for gender-specific groups within youth work. These have been undertaken 

with members of the Traveller Community and in relation to matters such as sexual health 

(NYCI, 2012). Gender-specific youth work has long been regarded as a means of 

addressing the specific needs of young women and of mitigating young women’s margin-

alisation within youth work spaces (Hanbury, Lee and Batsleer, 2010). 

Finally, in highlighting this theme, we also suggest that, as practitioners, we avoid a binary 

understanding of the differences between Muslim and non-Muslim/Christian and 

non-Christian value systems and remember that religious and cultural communities are 

complex, heterogeneous and dynamic. As we have seen, differing interpretations of 

religious doctrine and cultural practices — such as the prohibition on ‘free-mixing’ (mixed 

activities between male and female) or attitudes to young women’s sporting activities 

—are evident among adherents of the same faith.

iv. Leadership and Civic/Political Participation

Many of our findings challenge stereotypes of young migrants as passively ‘in need’ of 

integration (see ní Laoire et al, 2011). This is particularly in evidence in the findings relat-

ing to young people’s leadership and desire to activate social change. While we cannot 

make any claims as to the typicality of these young people’s perspectives, such findings 

appear highly relevant to youth work given its central concern with enabling young 

people’s voice. Furthermore, it is significant that the young African women had self-organ-

ised as a group, with the support of the migrant women’s organisation and of CCRYS itself. 

This indicates a possible role for youth workers and other trusted allies in enabling young 

migrants’ self-organisation where such a need exists.  

v. Racism and Exclusion

Our research confirms the findings of previous research in relation to the prevalence of 

racism in young migrants’ lives (see also Gilligan et al, 2010; ní Laoire, 2011; Szlovák and 

Szewczyk, 2015). This theme has a number of important consequences for youth work.

 

Firstly, a meaningful youth work relationship may help young people to process their expe-

riences of racism, experiences which are multi-faceted and gendered. Secondly, critical, 

open, non-judgemental conversations of the type advocated by Thomas and Henri (2011) 

are crucial to supporting young people to address their racist views. Youth work’s capaci-

ty for creative, flexible approaches is relevant in this regard.  For example, one youth 

worker described her project’s use of ‘Theatre of the Oppressed’ methodology with young 

people as a means of initiating what Thomas (2002: 60) calls ‘conversations with a 

purpose’ in relation to matters of social injustice. Nonetheless, deeply held racist attitudes 

among some of the young people attending some youth services are clearly a problem to 

which there is no easy solution. Thomas and Henri (2011) who have worked with young 

white people within communities characterised by deep racial divisions in northern 

England have suggested that opportunities for cross-community interaction on a planned 

and sustained basis can make a difference here. Where young people cannot attend 

youth services due to fears of racism and personal safety or who ‘self-exclude’ in the 

manner described by some of our young participants, there is an imperative that alterna-

tive spaces for flexible, youth-centred support are identified and resourced. All these 

steps may depend on youth organisations building greater fluency around racism and 

diversity issues.

 vi. Barriers to Accessing Youth Work

In addition to the findings set out above, the research identified a number of barriers to the 

participation in youth work by young people from ethnic minorities. These relate to how 

youth work is often structured and resourced. 

Firstly, constraints associated with the geographical boundaries of youth organisation’s 

catchment areas were noted. It was suggested by the CCRYS intercultural youth project 

workers that many young people from ethnic minorities are congregating in spaces, such 

as their mosque, which are outside the areas in which they live. This means that they are 

less likely to access youth work services in the areas where they reside.  

Secondly and relatedly, the sort of outreach which is traditionally undertaken by youth 

services, for instance, through street work or in social housing estates, does not enable 

contact with young people who are congregating in different sorts of spaces, such as 

mosques. This can render them invisible to youth services.  

Thirdly, although we have mentioned matters of ethnic identity, the question of social class 

is also relevant to our study. Youth work in some areas has been built up over many years 

to respond to the needs of young people deemed ‘at risk’ due to their specific experiences 

of class-based exclusion and inequality.   Such youth services may use models of practice 

which are focused on the issues facing young people ‘at risk’ of involvement in addiction 

or crime. It was suggested that these issues may not be as relevant to many young people 

from ethnic minority communities. According to one youth worker for instance:  

Young people come here when their needs are not being met. Their risk 

level is very different. Drug use is quite serious here and young people 

quite young are getting involved in running and taking drugs, particularly 

smoking grass and I mean from 9, 10 years of age, very young. I don’t see 

Muslim children getting involved in that kind of activity. 

Finally, a shortage of resources placed significant pressure on youth organisations and 

undermined their capacity to keep the issue of intercultural youth work consistently on 

their agenda. According to one youth worker, for example:

We are down to the wire here and I’m really not just moaning saying that, 

we genuinely are. There’s a lot of stuff we’ve had to just drop because we 

just can’t manage it. And I’m really trying to be careful that people don’t 

do over their hours. Because you can get burned out very easily. 

Her colleague in another youth project expressed the view that

When things get very busy we revert to type. We go back to ... what we 

are supposed to do – all about those [young people] most at risk that 

present in that chaotic way … so it can be very easy to put [efforts to 

include ethnic minority young people] by the wayside … because there is 

so much [else to do] … You have to have that passion within you, you 

have to have that want within you [to do additional work to reach ethnic 

minority young people]. It’s not as if you’re going to have nothing [else] to 

do. So someone has to come and say – and from up high, our funders – 

that this is an issue, this is something that we want you to look at.

One of the CCRYS project workers expressed the view that:  

Youth projects, from what I can see, that engage with more diverse young 

people - in the sense of class - seem to find it easier to attract young 

people from ethnic minority communities … I think it might be linked to 

resources. Projects that are stripped to the bare bones [often] concen-

trate on firefighting with the most ‘at risk’ young people and this can 

create youth work spaces that are inaccessible or tough for minority 

ethnic young people. 

vii. The Potential of Youth Work 

Although we have highlighted barriers within youth work, our research also illuminated its 

relevance and the potential it offers for including young people from ethnic minority 

groups and for addressing some of their needs. Firstly, despite the constraints they faced, 

there was evidence of a ‘buy-in’ from youth services to the principle of inclusive youth 

work. According to one youth worker for example:

I was a very loud voice in team meetings that we don’t need to change 

any strategy [to include more young people from ethnic minorities], that 

young people are young people and the door is always open, it’s all about 

voluntary participation. If they want to come, we’ll sort it out then and 

integrate. I still have part of those views. But with [CCRYS intercultural 

youth project worker] arriving and some of the conversations with her … 

it just let me know that it’s just not that simple. In a way that was a bit of a 

cop-out … you have to make that effort. You have to make it appealing in 

some way, shape or form.

One of the youth projects in the area had succeeded in including young people from a 

range of ethnic minority backgrounds in mainstream youth work activities. Another project 

had not succeeded in attracting many teenagers from ethnic minority communities but it 

had a significant numbers of Muslim children in its homework club. She recalled:

[We] would always encourage in the homework clubs that parents would 

go along to trips and different things. So the Muslim women just took it up 

really quickly. I’ve often seen them bringing in food and everything to the 

homework clubs. Particularly in the summer project they were making 

sweets that they make and the kids were all loving them. And it was 

getting to a point last summer where the kids were putting orders in, 

saying ‘will you bring sweets to this trip?’ And it was all really nice. And it 

was a really nice way to integrate the kids in and the parents in, and I 

suppose to try and tackle the whole racism issue, but in a normal way. 

 

Secondly, youth work’s flexibility and its capacity to engage young people and foster 

cross-community interaction in creative ways also emerged. A youth worker recalled a 

project organised in collaboration with the CCRYS intercultural youth project:

The graffiti around Fatima… was a project that we did with two artists 

[who] came over from England. One was Muslim and one was 

English-Irish so we did graffiti on the pitch around there. It was basically 

of the flats and a butterfly emerging [to symbolise] the whole regeneration 

[process] because the Muslim symbols are very similar to the old Celtic 

symbols so that was put onto it as well. So that and the fact that one of the 

artists was Muslim, the young people were asking a lot of questions about 

stuff that they’re just curious about, that they don’t understand. And we 

[youth workers] were as well because there’s loads I obviously don’t know 

… And the young people, because they were able to talk to him and he 
  For a critical analysis of labels such as ‘at risk’, see Kiely, 2009. 
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was a graffiti artist, so he was cool and they were asking him loads of 

questions and he was very honest … So that was really good. 

Thirdly, youth work offers a means where young people can simply be ‘young’ without the 

label of ‘migrant’. For instance, one young person recalled her participation in Foróige’s 

‘Big Brother, Big Sister’ mentoring programme:

I loved [it] because there wasn’t really anything about me being from a 

migrant background. It was about me being a role model for another 

young person growing up in my school and stuff like that (Participant G, 

focus group 2).
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In what follows, we outline our findings with regard to our previously stated research aims. 

Our first section below, ‘Issues Experienced by Young People from Ethnic Minorities’, 
identifies five significant, intertwined themes. These are, firstly, the challenges young 

people face in navigating the multiple and sometimes conflicting forces which shape their 

sense of personal and social identity and which inform their sense of belonging; secondly, 

the impact on young people of parental and community expectations; thirdly, the signifi-

cance of religious observance and religious influences in young people’s lives; fourthly, 

opportunities for leadership and civic or political participation and fifthly, the ongoing 

reality of racism in young people’s lives.

 

The next section, ‘the Role of Youth Work’, considers the implications for youth work of 

these themes and provides an account of our findings with regard to youth work and the 

inclusion of young people from ethnic minorities. The subsequent section, ‘CCRYS Inter-
cultural Youth Project: What Lessons Can We Learn?’, focuses specifically on the 

experiences of the intercultural youth project within CCRYS. We analyse some of the key 

successes, challenges and complexities which the project and its partner organisations 

encountered during its lifetime and consider the implications of these for youth work. 

Our final section provides some brief conclusions to the study and offers recommenda-

tions for furthering youth work with young migrants based on the results of our study. 

4.1 Issues Experienced by Young People 
from Ethnic Minorities 
i.        Migration, Identity and Belonging 
Our research suggested that young people, particularly those who were born in Ireland or 

who arrived here as children, feel an affinity with more than one national or cultural identi-

ty. For instance, in their responses to a question on this matter on the questionnaire 

distributed prior to the focus groups, some of the young people described themselves in 

hyphenated terms such as ‘Irish-Congolese’, ‘Cameroonian-Irish’ or ‘Palestinian-Irish’. 

The research also indicated, however, that young people can face difficulties in navigat-

ing and expressing the different aspects of their ethnic and cultural identities. These 

difficulties manifested in a number of areas. Firstly, it was apparent that many young 

people do not identify with their ‘country of origin’ as strongly as their parents or older 

siblings. In a quotation which underscores the child-specific nature of the migration expe-

rience, one migrant community leader suggested that:

 

[Many] parents don’t seem to understand what migration is for their kids. 

Like for me, I can always say ‘I can go back to Zimbabwe’. But for [the 

young people], Zimbabwe … [is] not necessarily home. [In] Ireland … 

people meet them and say ‘go back to Africa’. But that’s not a reality for 

them. So because of colour of skin or even because of religion there’s an 

expectation that when you say ‘home’ you mean somewhere outside of 

Ireland or off the continent of Europe. And because parents have 

options [to go to another place they call ‘home’], they don’t seem to 

realise that their kids don’t have that option and nobody is talking about 

[this] (Participant A, focus group 1). 

The complex socialisation and sense of identity of second and ‘1.5’ generation young 

people meant that they sometimes have to negotiate differing expectations. A CCRYS 

project worker described the sorts of issues which she had discussed with young 

people: 

   

They were saying that … a lot of their parents want them to keep their 

culture but a lot of parents want them to assimilate and they will push 

them to do stuff. The young people keep saying that they [are] being 

pushed everywhere and in all directions and by everybody … A huge 

amount of pressure … And … [their] sense of Irishness, it seems really 

complex, really difficult, more so because there is no space given to 

them for support with it and no one is giving them that support

Secondly, young people recalled difficulties in ‘escaping’ particular labels or responses 

which made them feel ‘different’ at a time when they wished to blend in with their peers. 

According to one young person: 

I’ve been involved in mainstream youth work … when I was younger ... 

They had certain things that I was really interested in like a youth forum 

and a choir. So I felt listened to … But I think youth work sometimes is 

very constrained and for people maybe from a migrant background it 

might be harder. Because at this age when you’re young you’re trying to 

navigate your identity and when you go into a youth club — that’s your 

identity. You’re black. You’re from a migrant background. And it’s some-

thing that’s stamped on you and I think people might shy away from that 

a little bit. I went through that as well. Because first of all I have interests 

but when you go there they’re like ‘oh where are you from?’ All these ques-

tions and you’re not really sure where you stand as well in your identity as 

yourself (Participant I, focus group 2). 

Relatedly, although some participants felt that culturally-related events to promote interac-

tion among young people were of value, the efficacy of once-off ‘intercultural’ days based 

on superficial markers of culture was questioned. One migrant community leader noted:

 

We were talking … to some kids, they were saying that some schools do 

… cultural days … and they say ‘you bring whatever from your country’, 

and they [the young people] were saying they don’t like it because it 

means they are on the platform, they are being showcased ... this is the 

show and everyone has to pay attention to them (Participant A, focus 

group 1). 

Finally, despite the desire to minimise their ethnic or cultural differences, paradoxically 

perhaps, the need for young people to find a ‘voice’ and a space with other young people 

to discuss and process those very factors which render them different was identified. 

Another migrant leader noted that:

I was born in [North Africa] and I grew up in [Europe] and … the pressure 

you are talking about, the parents, the community … Like each individual 

experiences it in a different way and they have a different way to go 

through it and manage it. But … there’s a conflict around them [young 

people] and a conflict in them. So I know how they feel and I know when 

they are given a voice, they can get to the next step (Participant C, focus 

group 1).

One of the young participants described some of the reasons for her participation in a 

self-organised young women’s group: 

If you ask many of us now compared to our parents’ mindset it’s going to 

be totally changing [different] from their mindsets so [participating in this 

group], it’s this thing of ‘we have a common ground’. Because here we 

are caught in two positions – we’ve come to this new society where they 

have their own way of going; our parents have their own way of going at 

home. Where does the balance step in? Do I have people who under-

stand that balance in my head? (Participant G, focus group 2). 

ii. Parental and Community Regulation

A second, interrelated topic to emerge from the data was the impact on young people of 

intergenerational differences with regard to matters such as appropriate behaviour or 

cultural norms. Young people often had to deal with differences between the expectations 

of their parents or communities and those of their peers and the wider ‘Irish’ community. 

For instance, culturally specific understandings of young people’s personal autonomy 

were apparent. During discussions with the young African women, the matter of parental 

discipline was discussed. One participant argued that:

 

Our parents have a different mindset. … Because if I want to … maybe … 

blend in with the real [sic] kids who grew up here, their parents let them 

go out at 14 until 10pm, at 15 until 11pm, all the parties. And my parents 

are like ‘you better be home at 7’ (Participant J, focus group 2). 

She added that: 

I know African people have many different cultures, but I think one thing 

that we have in common is our parents – there’s some kind of discipline 

that runs around Africa. I don’t know how, why, but it’s present in nearly 

every country

There was a gendered dimension to the theme of young people’s autonomy, though 

young women’s sense of agency also emerged strongly from the data. Another partici-

pant suggested that: 

Even in our own families how we’re treated because we’re girls to our 

brothers is totally different, and how sometimes -  I’m talking from my own 

experience here – as if I had an older brother, he probably would have 

been allowed out and about and been involved in a lot of things more than 

I would I feel. Unfortunately my parents are unlucky they got a girl that is 

kind of like a boy – so I didn’t really need that permission, I just went for it 

(Participant G, focus group 2). 

While limitations on young people’s autonomy appears to stem from particular cultural 

and religious attitudes towards matters such as gender, parenting and childhood, they 

are also partly attributable to parental fears for their children’s safety in a context of signifi-

cant levels of societal racism – a theme we address in more detail below. For example, the 

parent whom we interviewed noted that: 

[My daughter] has said to me ‘Mum, I want to go in a protest’. I’m saying 

‘no you’re not going’. Because in the protest things can go wrong and 

you’ve put yourself in danger. So you have to protect yourself. There is 

other ways of protesting — whether it’s writing or voicing — but don’t go 

there and be screaming and shouting. People have different kinds of 

banners on them … So you have to choose carefully in what you partici-

pate in and don’t participate in. We are still a minority here and it’s very 

easy for people to attack us. So I am very, very cautious.

She recalled the responses of some of her daughter’s friends upon hearing that she was 

allowed to travel alone on the bus:

 

[My daughter] was talking to some of the Muslim girls, and they were like 

'Your parents let you get the bus? Aren't you scared? They let you? That's 

so dangerous!' But this is what they have been told.  It's unsafe for you to 

be outside.

It was also noted that young women can face pressures from their wider communities with 

regard to expectations of appropriate behaviour. In reference to the young Muslim women 

she worked with, one of the CCRYS project workers noted that:

[Many people in their community have] an opinion about them and are 

very vocal about it. They have women who aren’t related to them but are 

‘aunties’ telling them that they shouldn’t have Facebook [etc.] … and 

others are saying ‘no it’s fine’.

A group of young Muslim women became enthusiastic members of a football club for girls. 

While their participation was supported by their parents, it was also met with some nega-

tive responses from other community members. According to the same project worker:

 

Stuff … comes up for the girls [who are] playing soccer in the hijab … 

There is a bit of a backlash from some people in the community saying 

'this isn't for Muslims'. So they're pushing in a particular direction. But 

there's a huge amount of pressure put on them which says, 'Ok, if you 

want to play football, you have to be a perfect Muslim. You don't give them 

[some members of the community] anything that they can throw at you'. 

So they're carrying this responsibility. They're pushing forward and they're 

groundbreakers. But they're not allowed to make mistakes like other 

young people do as the … community is watching them. 

 

While parental and community regulation can constrain the activities of some young 

Muslims, there is also clear evidence of a diversity of perspectives among migrant 

parents and leaders. While careful not to expose their children to harm, the parent and 

leader whom we interviewed both acted as positive role models for the young women in 

their care and were anxious that they had as many opportunities for social interaction and 

personal development as possible. As the parent explained with regard to youth work:

It … empower[s] the girls with tools that they could actually bring to their 

future life … [My daughter] understands more about youth work and 

participating and voicing and how … to do a campaign ... This is some-

thing that was alien to me and it was alien to her as well. When she came 

last night [from the CCRYS leadership training] she said ‘that was really 

intense. I don’t know if I took anything in.’ But she did, you know? From 

talking to her, she had [taken it in] … And this is something I would like 

my daughter or my children to carry on with. 

iii.  Religious Beliefs and Observance 

Religious faith and practice were central features in the lives of many of the young partici-

pants in this study. Three key findings were noted with regard to this. Firstly, religion is a 

key source of support and strength in their lives. The following comment from one young 

person exemplified this view:

Church … again comes down to this idea of community. You are sharing 

something in common, you’re supporting each other’s faith as well and 

also I think the support does not just come from the people but from your 

belief itself. Because I believe in God and I get my strength from knowing 

that he is going to help me (Participant G, focus group 2). 

Secondly, the research found that young people are often located at the intersection of 

different value systems and that their religious backgrounds played a key role in this. It 

was suggested that negotiating these different value systems created tensions and pres-

sures in the young people’s lives. For example, the focus group with community and 

religious leaders occurred shortly after the 2015 Marriage Equality referendum in Ireland. 

It was pointed out by the participants that many people in their communities that were 

affiliated with African Pentecostal Churches were opposed to civil marriage for gay and 

lesbian people. The Methodist minister, for instance, noted that those among the second 

generation that supported a ‘no’ vote were reproached by their peers while those that 

advocated a ‘yes’ faced recrimination from their family or community. He added:

The school [is] educating the child for 20 hours a week. But any good 

African Pentecostal Church, you’re going to have a very high level of 

involvement with it. So there’s this double value formation … [At] my 

school, all the kids did a ‘vote yes’ thing and then in the evening you go to 

a prayer meeting, and it’s ‘vote no’. And it’s the … youth that are … having 

to negotiate [that] (Participant D, focus group 1) 

One of the CCRYS project workers noted the ‘conflictual messages’ which the young 

people were receiving: 

I remember that came out from [one young person during the leadership 

training we did] when she was talking about one of the challenges … 

about becoming an activist and getting projects off the ground. She 

named religious conservatism. But she constantly talks about different 

issues, about LGBT rights and I thought 'this is mad.' She’s probably hear-

ing all of these things [LGBT rights etc.] in school … and then she's prob-

ably hearing other things in other spaces. 

A third finding to emerge in relation to religious observance was its implications for partici-

pation in youth work. One of our focus group participants had established a girls’ group 

within her mosque. However, some other community members were fearful of her efforts 

to introduce structured youth activities. Their objections appeared to centre on a fear that 

involvement in youth activities might dilute or detract from the young people’s understand-

ing and practice of Islam. According to a parent of one of the girls:

[The young people] all want activities, they all want activities. But [some 

of] the older women – the mothers maybe - have objections. It’s a conflict 

of culture … between generations … [The young people are] going to 

non-Muslim schools. You know your environment influences you. And 

they’re still young as well you have to remember. They’re not fully under-

standing Islam … The older generations understand Islam better. And 

there’s kind of a conflict there. 

She mentioned that anyone working with Muslim youth would need to be very aware of ‘the 

needs of the Muslim child’, including, for instance, the prohibition of ‘free-mixing’, that is, 

socialising between young men and women. She further noted that the presence of youth 

workers from the Muslim religion would be of great benefit in allaying parental and com-

munity fears.

iv.  Leadership and Civic/Political Participation 

The research found that some of the young women wished to be involved in issue-based 

work. This was particularly apparent among the young African women who were already 

affiliated with a migrant women’s rights organisation. As one of them said, ‘we’re literally 

dying of ideas to improve our community or improve the nation.’ The young women’s 

responses reflected their concern with migrant-specific inequalities.

According to one participant:

We are migrant women in this country and we — I believe almost half of 

us here —have gone through … a bit of discrimination here and there, 

racism here and there and obviously it wouldn’t be an easy task changing 

that, but it would be great seeing us improving on that (Participant F, 

focus group 2). 

However, they also expressed a desire to be involved in issues affecting young people in 

Ireland generally. For example, when discussing her perceptions of the Irish education 

system, another participant noted that: 

[M]any [young] people feel like ‘I can’t get in [to college] anyways and I’m 

not going to strive for it.’ … Even the Irish kids themselves, they end up at 

a place of ‘I can just get a FETAC [course] and get a work’ and … it’s 

really not good, it limits the mind … So I would definitely change the 

educational system to such a way that it can accommodate everybody in 

their different ways to strive for a better education, a better future 

because at the end of the day it brings out a better country (Participant J, 

focus group 2). 

Some of the participants demonstrated significant potential for youth leadership. One 

young person recalled how: 

We were sitting in Stephen’s Green yesterday after [a] … conference 

talking about different issues and it was so empowering and so motivat-

ing … We talked about real issues that were happening and they got to a 

point of even coming up with solutions and making connections between 

different things (Participant I, focus group 2). 

The potential for leadership and an interest in issues facing young people among migrant 

young people was also evident during discussions at the youth leadership training deliv-

ered by the CCRYS intercultural youth project. The participants in this training were from 

a range of ethnic minority backgrounds. One of the CCRYS project workers noted:

LGBT stuff came out during the training mainly through the Muslim girls 

that wear the veil. They were actually really, really concerned that their 

LGBT peers wouldn't be supported. It was really Interesting. All of them 

mentioned LGBT as an issue that they felt really strongly about

 v. Racism and Exclusion 

A key issue to emerge from across the all interviews and focus groups was the degree to 

which racism had become a ‘normal’ feature of young people’s lives. The research also 

found that, while friendships with young ‘Irish’ people had been formed, young people 

also experienced exclusion among their peers. 

Participants discussed misrepresentations of and racist attitudes towards both Muslims 

and black Africans. These had a significant impact on the young people whose respons-

es ranged from frustration to a deep sense of hurt. Some participants were frustrated by 

ignorance, misinformation or generalisations about Africa. According to one young 

person: 

I’ve lived in Africa. It’s not just bushes and forests and everything. Things 

happen in Africa. Beautiful things. But then again the way the Irish people 

ask is from the perception that they’ve been given. ‘Oh it’s just poverty. 

The people there are just struggling.’ All this kind of stuff. And they 

wouldn’t really know our cultures and the way we act to certain things 

(Participant K, focus group 2).

Another young person who had migrated to Ireland as a young adult recalled a conversa-

tion she had had with her younger brother who was born in Ireland. 

When I came to this country, my little brother asked me a question … ‘Do 

you sleep on a bed in Africa?’ And I said ‘hold on little brother. Why do 

you ask this question?’ And he was like ‘because our teacher was talking 

to us about Africa and he was saying literally that in Africa most people 

live in the bush, they don’t sleep on beds, they don’t have telly … like 

they’re struggling in Africa.’ And I said to him ‘Baby, when you go to 

school tomorrow, you tell teacher Africans are humans. They have a bed, 

they have telly’ (Participant F, focus group 2)

The following quotation from one young person typified the view among the Muslim girls 

that they were constantly judged on the basis of crimes committed in the name of Islam:

 

Sometimes, in the news they judge a whole community based on 10 

people and … that’s why people mostly when they see Muslims they think 

… ‘these people don’t give education to girls, they’re just bad, they do 

bombs, and 9/11 and stuff.’ They don’t think about the other good stuff we 

do (Participant P, focus group 3). 

Similarly, her friend commented that:

If they said something in the news that’s bad about Muslims, it does not 

mean I’m one of them. Maybe I’ve got other thinking. Maybe … they’re 

thinking they want to kill people, I’m not like that ... Islam is all about 

peace and loving people (Participant M, focus group 3).

Experiences of racism emerged too in the accounts of the young African women. One 

participant described the emotional and exclusionary effects of racist discourses about 

black Africans: 

Because most people think you just came from Africa and then started 

taking things from us, benefits, job-wise and other stuff. So I feel like a 

gold-digger (Participant F, focus group 2). 

In a similar vein, another young person noted:

Even sometimes I’m scared to go into ... the social welfare offices 

because I see all these eyes around me. I can’t wait to finish college and 

get myself a job so I don’t have to go back in there. It’s so scary. You go 

in there and you feel like ’oh my days, they’re all looking at me.’ I feel like 

I shouldn’t be here (Participant K, focus group 2).

The wounding effects of online racism and its consequences for migrants’ participation 

and sense of belonging in Irish society were also mentioned by a number of research 

participants. For one young person:

I feel if I read stuff in the media, if someone writes an article about 

migrants or stuff like that, the kind of comments from people - literally 

when I read them I feel, well these are people, this is society, that’s what 

they’re saying about migrants in the country. And when you read them, 

they are really, really horrible. It feels like ‘I should just hide in my room. I 

shouldn’t come out’… They smile but just pretending, but not letting some-

one fully in. Because what they write in the media and stuff like that isn’t 

really good, isn’t positive about migrants (Participant K, focus group 2).

In addition to general racist attitudes, participants also noted instances of bullying or 

exclusion by their peers which they believed were related to their Muslim identity, though 

it is important to emphasise that some participants also spoke of their Irish classmates 

being their ‘bestos’ [best friends]. One of them recalled:

Like in my class on the first day, one of the girls she didn’t really like me 

because I was wearing a scarf but then even like when I was writing with 

a pencil, I asked her did she want to write with it, and she was like ‘no, I 

won’t touch that’. And I was like ‘ok that’s your decision. What are you 

going to write with?’ And then in the school years, we’re actually like best 

pals now, literally. She just like knows me now. She just thought I was bad 

or something (Participant P, focus group 3). 

Another participant said:

Well I get bullied because I’m Muslim and I still do … I told my teacher 

and then she apologised to me and then she’s really nice to me. But then 

these girls these days, they’re not that nice to me. I’m actually not really 

sure why they’re not nice to me maybe because of the colour of my skin 

or something. But they like everybody else in the class and they don’t like 

me mostly. When people have birthday parties, this girl she had a birth-

day party and she invited the whole class except me (Participant Q, focus 

group 3). 

A further manifestation of racism and exclusion highlighted in the research were the phys-

ical threats or racist encounters from strangers in public experienced by some of the 

young people. These encounters took a highly gendered form particularly as they related 

to stereotypes about black women’s sexuality. One young person recalled:

On the buses I’ve had experience where these guys are like ‘come marry 

me, I’ll give you a green card’ and all this … And older guys as well …on 

the streets sometimes. I don’t think they would say the same thing to a 

young Irish person … I look like a kid! I could have been any age, coming 

up to you and being like ‘Hey, do you want to sleep with me tonight?’, like 

propositioning you … I’ve had a friend who was asked if she’s a prostitute 

(Participant I, focus group 2). 

A fellow participant responded that this had happened to her also: 

I was just innocently standing at a bus stop and someone said ‘do you 

want to come with me?’ I said ‘where?’ ‘I will pay you good’. I mean I really 

felt like ‘what do you take me for? You really think I’m just standing here 

waiting for you to ask me if you will pay me well’ (Participant H, focus 

group 2). 

The threat to young people’s safety and bodily integrity as a consequence of racism was 

also named by the CCRYS project workers. This, it was felt, had implications for youth 

work: 

When we did the training with the young people ... the sense that I got 

was they really, really want to get involved in stuff but there's an issue of 

safety. Really they don't feel safe in a lot of the spaces that are offered for 

them. In terms of the youth services, geographically again, we're talking 

about youth projects that are in areas that are pretty difficult, so the 

services that can provide a service to these young people or that are 

equipped to do it are not in areas that actually are safe enough for these 

young people to access. 

According to her colleague:

If you unpack the issues that young women are coming up against, 

there's mad stuff all together. If you're talking about the young women in 

the [mosque] ... if you can get to a conversation of their experience of 

living in the area, or areas like it, lots of stuff is coming up around how safe 

they feel on the streets, around … racist incidents, getting their hijabs 

pulled off them, being spat at, all that kind of stuff. It's so normalised, it's 

mad, crazy, you know? And not having a space to process that and just 

that sense of 'that's just the way it is.’

The parent of a young Muslim girl noted that: 

There is a lot of Islamaphobia going around at the moment. I do fear 

where I send my kids. I have to have different nationalities in that group to 

feel that my kids are going to be safe. If it’s just an all-Irish place, I’m not 

comfortable … I’m not comfortable, because they will always come back 

and say ‘So-and-so said this. So-and-so said that’ … I mean I’m not 

saying I want every single box to be ticked, even if it was just [a] multi-cul-

tural [group], I would be quite happy. 

Her responses also highlighted how her daughter’s agency and ‘voice’ were constrained 

by macro social policy concerning Muslims beyond Ireland, in this case the so-called 

‘Preventing Violent Extremism’   agenda in the UK. She explained that she liked to give her 

daughter the tools to respond to misrepresentations of Islam by teachers or peers. Howev-

er, she also cautioned her daughter to ‘be careful what you say [at school]’: 

Because she’s very voiceful. She gives her opinion. I’m also fearful at the 

moment of what’s happening in the UK. The government is asking 

schools to keep an eye on students to see who is extremist, and they 

should be reported and everything. I say to her ‘you have to be careful’. I 

don’t know what the agenda is here.

Finally, young people’s strategies for coping with racism or exclusion were mentioned. 

Both CCRYS workers noted that humour was one way in which young people managed 

their experiences of racism. For instance, young Muslims might humorously take on a 

stereotype as a means of satirising and coping with the association between Islam and 

terrorism:

I see [this use of humour by] young people in lots of different ways. It’s 

putting [the stereotype] out there and [saying] ‘I’ll get there before you do, 

you know?’ ‘This is who I am. And I know what you think. And [I] can laugh 

at it.’

It was further suggested that young people might ‘self-exclude’ from mainstream youth 

work or other related ‘white’ spaces in search of better ways of processing their experienc-

es. According to one young person: 

When you see [how] … the media [represent us] … [and]  all the experi-

ences that we’ve had, and you think about going to a predominantly white 

youth centre … with all that baggage, it’s kind of almost easier not to and 

to maybe self-organise … Because all of these things have an effect on 

you. So maybe you think forming a group that’s not [already] there, that’s 

with people who have shared experiences would be easier and more 

helpful (Participant I, focus group 2). 

4.2 The Role of Youth Work
In this section, we consider in turn the implications for youth work of each of the themes 

addressed in the preceding section with reference to relevant literature. We then discuss 

research findings which related specifically to youth work, highlighting its potential but 

also the ongoing challenges which remain with regard to the participation of young people 

from ethnic minority groups.  

i. Migration, Identity and Belonging

Our findings indicate that youth workers working with young people from ethnic minority 

groups may need to be aware of how issues pertaining to their personal and social identity 

affect their sense of belonging and wellbeing. The potential role of youth work in this 

regard was summed up by one of the CCRYS project workers: 

We have a whole generation of young people who are trying to negotiate 

what it feels to be both Muslim and Irish, both black and Irish and I see 

them struggling with this stuff. So that's one side of it. But I also see them 

have all the other stuff that happens to young people – having to deal with 

relationships and broken hearts and having trouble with school and 

clashing with their friends and stuff on the internet and getting into 

trouble. So you have all that … stuff of being a teenager … and then they 

have this extra layer of stuff … For me that's where youth work comes in. 

[It] makes space for young people to make sense of their own social 

reality and help them negotiate this. 

The findings also suggest that youth workers must walk a fine line between offering 

support where necessary while avoiding a situation where young people may feel inap-

propriately singled out (see also ní Laoire, et al, 2011). This work must take place in 

spaces where young people feel safe. Some of the findings - for instance, the comment 

by participant I above -indicate that this may need to happen in identity-specific groups 

or in groups comprising young people with shared exposure to or experience of the 

issue(s) in question. This is in keeping with commonly-held youth work values and 

approaches which are concerned with developing flexible responses to the particular 

needs of young people as they arise. 

ii. Parental and Community Regulation

While all young people face constraints on their personal autonomy, our research found 

evidence that young people from ethnic minorities may be subjected to greater parental 

regulation and community expectation than their ‘Irish’ peers. This suggests that youth 

work may have a role in providing a space for young people to process the sometimes 

conflicting expectations which they may face. It also raises challenges for how the princi-

ple of self-determination — that is ‘the non-directive enabling of young people to make 

decisions and choices in their lives’ (Imam and Bowler, 2010: 144)  — has traditionally 

been understood within youth work practice. For example, some parental involvement in 

activity choices may have to be countenanced in order to facilitate inclusion. 

This theme underscores the advice of previous strategies and guides for intercultural 

youth work (Lynam, 2009; NYCI/Youthnet, 2012) which emphasised that youth workers 

may need to purposively and patiently spend time building up the trust and buy-in of 

parents, guardians and community leaders. It also suggests that youth workers may need 

to be aware of the greater restrictions placed on some young migrants’ free time when 

planning the timing and location of activities.  

iii. Religious Beliefs and Observance

The centrality of religious faith in many young people’s lives carries with it a number of 

implications for youth work. Firstly, it suggests that practitioners need to increase their 

religious literacy. Indeed, there is some evidence of nascent efforts by youth workers to 

achieve this. One youth worker interviewed for the research noted that workers in her 

project who were working with Muslim children and parents in their homework club were 

‘trying to educate themselves [about different religions], so they’ve gotten books that are 

child-friendly around religion.’ 

With regard to young people’s location at the interface between conflicting value systems, 

the findings imply that youth workers may have a role to play in supporting young people 

to discuss and debate different worldviews in a safe and respectful environment. There 

may also be a role for youth work in supporting young people to discuss complex issues 

surrounding individual sexuality which may not be addressed at home. For instance, 

according to one of the migrant community leaders: 

A lot of what is going there are issues … to do with sexuality, and sexual 

identity that you’d find within the African community it’s a no-go area. 

People assume there are no gay people or … whatever … You cannot 

lead them … but you need to create space where the conversations can 

be had (Participant A, focus group 1).

Changes to youth work practice may also be required in order to accommodate the religi-

osity within many ethnic minority families. For example, our research found evidence of 

how one youth project within the Canal Communities area managed, after some difficul-

ties, to accommodate the needs of the Muslim children in relation to Halal food. 

With regard to young Muslim women specifically, the research indicates that youth work-

ers must find ways of accommodating the parental regulation which they may face, while 

avoiding stereotypes of young Muslim women as passive or without a voice (see McGarry, 

2012). It is also important not to create the impression that religious observance should or 

could inevitably exclude them from youth work. Up to 18 young girls from one Dublin 

mosque engaged with the CCRYS intercultural youth project during its lifetime. For two or 

three of these young people, their participation was confined to activities within the 

mosque. For most of the others, their participation was permitted in youth activities outside 

the mosque where relationships of trust had been established with those carrying them 

out and if one of the Muslim volunteers was also present. One of the CCRYS intercultural 

youth project workers expressed the view that with more time, they could have deepened 

the relationship of trust with Muslim parents and religious leaders to a point where more 

young women could access activities without the involvement of parents or adult mem-

bers of the Muslim community. This also underlines the importance of involving workers 

and volunteers from ethnic minority communities in youth work. 

In order to widen the participation of young Muslim women in youth work, however, the 

provision of youth work to gender-specific groups will have to be considered (see also 

McGarry, 2012; for an opposing perspective, see Cressey, 2006). Failure to offer a dedi-

cated space to young Muslim women will result in their exclusion. There is considerable 

precedent for gender-specific groups within youth work. These have been undertaken 

with members of the Traveller Community and in relation to matters such as sexual health 

(NYCI, 2012). Gender-specific youth work has long been regarded as a means of 

addressing the specific needs of young women and of mitigating young women’s margin-

alisation within youth work spaces (Hanbury, Lee and Batsleer, 2010). 

Finally, in highlighting this theme, we also suggest that, as practitioners, we avoid a binary 

understanding of the differences between Muslim and non-Muslim/Christian and 

non-Christian value systems and remember that religious and cultural communities are 

complex, heterogeneous and dynamic. As we have seen, differing interpretations of 

religious doctrine and cultural practices — such as the prohibition on ‘free-mixing’ (mixed 

activities between male and female) or attitudes to young women’s sporting activities 

—are evident among adherents of the same faith.

iv. Leadership and Civic/Political Participation

Many of our findings challenge stereotypes of young migrants as passively ‘in need’ of 

integration (see ní Laoire et al, 2011). This is particularly in evidence in the findings relat-

ing to young people’s leadership and desire to activate social change. While we cannot 

make any claims as to the typicality of these young people’s perspectives, such findings 

appear highly relevant to youth work given its central concern with enabling young 

people’s voice. Furthermore, it is significant that the young African women had self-organ-

ised as a group, with the support of the migrant women’s organisation and of CCRYS itself. 

This indicates a possible role for youth workers and other trusted allies in enabling young 

migrants’ self-organisation where such a need exists.  

v. Racism and Exclusion

Our research confirms the findings of previous research in relation to the prevalence of 

racism in young migrants’ lives (see also Gilligan et al, 2010; ní Laoire, 2011; Szlovák and 

Szewczyk, 2015). This theme has a number of important consequences for youth work.

 

Firstly, a meaningful youth work relationship may help young people to process their expe-

riences of racism, experiences which are multi-faceted and gendered. Secondly, critical, 

open, non-judgemental conversations of the type advocated by Thomas and Henri (2011) 

are crucial to supporting young people to address their racist views. Youth work’s capaci-

ty for creative, flexible approaches is relevant in this regard.  For example, one youth 

worker described her project’s use of ‘Theatre of the Oppressed’ methodology with young 

people as a means of initiating what Thomas (2002: 60) calls ‘conversations with a 

purpose’ in relation to matters of social injustice. Nonetheless, deeply held racist attitudes 

among some of the young people attending some youth services are clearly a problem to 

which there is no easy solution. Thomas and Henri (2011) who have worked with young 

white people within communities characterised by deep racial divisions in northern 

England have suggested that opportunities for cross-community interaction on a planned 

and sustained basis can make a difference here. Where young people cannot attend 

youth services due to fears of racism and personal safety or who ‘self-exclude’ in the 

manner described by some of our young participants, there is an imperative that alterna-

tive spaces for flexible, youth-centred support are identified and resourced. All these 

steps may depend on youth organisations building greater fluency around racism and 

diversity issues.

 vi. Barriers to Accessing Youth Work

In addition to the findings set out above, the research identified a number of barriers to the 

participation in youth work by young people from ethnic minorities. These relate to how 

youth work is often structured and resourced. 

Firstly, constraints associated with the geographical boundaries of youth organisation’s 

catchment areas were noted. It was suggested by the CCRYS intercultural youth project 

workers that many young people from ethnic minorities are congregating in spaces, such 

as their mosque, which are outside the areas in which they live. This means that they are 

less likely to access youth work services in the areas where they reside.  

Secondly and relatedly, the sort of outreach which is traditionally undertaken by youth 

services, for instance, through street work or in social housing estates, does not enable 

contact with young people who are congregating in different sorts of spaces, such as 

mosques. This can render them invisible to youth services.  

Thirdly, although we have mentioned matters of ethnic identity, the question of social class 

is also relevant to our study. Youth work in some areas has been built up over many years 

to respond to the needs of young people deemed ‘at risk’ due to their specific experiences 

of class-based exclusion and inequality.   Such youth services may use models of practice 

which are focused on the issues facing young people ‘at risk’ of involvement in addiction 

or crime. It was suggested that these issues may not be as relevant to many young people 

from ethnic minority communities. According to one youth worker for instance:  

Young people come here when their needs are not being met. Their risk 

level is very different. Drug use is quite serious here and young people 

quite young are getting involved in running and taking drugs, particularly 

smoking grass and I mean from 9, 10 years of age, very young. I don’t see 

Muslim children getting involved in that kind of activity. 

Finally, a shortage of resources placed significant pressure on youth organisations and 

undermined their capacity to keep the issue of intercultural youth work consistently on 

their agenda. According to one youth worker, for example:

We are down to the wire here and I’m really not just moaning saying that, 

we genuinely are. There’s a lot of stuff we’ve had to just drop because we 

just can’t manage it. And I’m really trying to be careful that people don’t 

do over their hours. Because you can get burned out very easily. 

Her colleague in another youth project expressed the view that

When things get very busy we revert to type. We go back to ... what we 

are supposed to do – all about those [young people] most at risk that 

present in that chaotic way … so it can be very easy to put [efforts to 

include ethnic minority young people] by the wayside … because there is 

so much [else to do] … You have to have that passion within you, you 

have to have that want within you [to do additional work to reach ethnic 

minority young people]. It’s not as if you’re going to have nothing [else] to 

do. So someone has to come and say – and from up high, our funders – 

that this is an issue, this is something that we want you to look at.

One of the CCRYS project workers expressed the view that:  

Youth projects, from what I can see, that engage with more diverse young 

people - in the sense of class - seem to find it easier to attract young 

people from ethnic minority communities … I think it might be linked to 

resources. Projects that are stripped to the bare bones [often] concen-

trate on firefighting with the most ‘at risk’ young people and this can 

create youth work spaces that are inaccessible or tough for minority 

ethnic young people. 

vii. The Potential of Youth Work 

Although we have highlighted barriers within youth work, our research also illuminated its 

relevance and the potential it offers for including young people from ethnic minority 

groups and for addressing some of their needs. Firstly, despite the constraints they faced, 

there was evidence of a ‘buy-in’ from youth services to the principle of inclusive youth 

work. According to one youth worker for example:

I was a very loud voice in team meetings that we don’t need to change 

any strategy [to include more young people from ethnic minorities], that 

young people are young people and the door is always open, it’s all about 

voluntary participation. If they want to come, we’ll sort it out then and 

integrate. I still have part of those views. But with [CCRYS intercultural 

youth project worker] arriving and some of the conversations with her … 

it just let me know that it’s just not that simple. In a way that was a bit of a 

cop-out … you have to make that effort. You have to make it appealing in 

some way, shape or form.

One of the youth projects in the area had succeeded in including young people from a 

range of ethnic minority backgrounds in mainstream youth work activities. Another project 

had not succeeded in attracting many teenagers from ethnic minority communities but it 

had a significant numbers of Muslim children in its homework club. She recalled:

[We] would always encourage in the homework clubs that parents would 

go along to trips and different things. So the Muslim women just took it up 

really quickly. I’ve often seen them bringing in food and everything to the 

homework clubs. Particularly in the summer project they were making 

sweets that they make and the kids were all loving them. And it was 

getting to a point last summer where the kids were putting orders in, 

saying ‘will you bring sweets to this trip?’ And it was all really nice. And it 

was a really nice way to integrate the kids in and the parents in, and I 

suppose to try and tackle the whole racism issue, but in a normal way. 

 

Secondly, youth work’s flexibility and its capacity to engage young people and foster 

cross-community interaction in creative ways also emerged. A youth worker recalled a 

project organised in collaboration with the CCRYS intercultural youth project:

The graffiti around Fatima… was a project that we did with two artists 

[who] came over from England. One was Muslim and one was 

English-Irish so we did graffiti on the pitch around there. It was basically 

of the flats and a butterfly emerging [to symbolise] the whole regeneration 

[process] because the Muslim symbols are very similar to the old Celtic 

symbols so that was put onto it as well. So that and the fact that one of the 

artists was Muslim, the young people were asking a lot of questions about 

stuff that they’re just curious about, that they don’t understand. And we 

[youth workers] were as well because there’s loads I obviously don’t know 

… And the young people, because they were able to talk to him and he 

was a graffiti artist, so he was cool and they were asking him loads of 

questions and he was very honest … So that was really good. 

Thirdly, youth work offers a means where young people can simply be ‘young’ without the 

label of ‘migrant’. For instance, one young person recalled her participation in Foróige’s 

‘Big Brother, Big Sister’ mentoring programme:

I loved [it] because there wasn’t really anything about me being from a 

migrant background. It was about me being a role model for another 

young person growing up in my school and stuff like that (Participant G, 

focus group 2).
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In what follows, we outline our findings with regard to our previously stated research aims. 

Our first section below, ‘Issues Experienced by Young People from Ethnic Minorities’, 
identifies five significant, intertwined themes. These are, firstly, the challenges young 

people face in navigating the multiple and sometimes conflicting forces which shape their 

sense of personal and social identity and which inform their sense of belonging; secondly, 

the impact on young people of parental and community expectations; thirdly, the signifi-

cance of religious observance and religious influences in young people’s lives; fourthly, 

opportunities for leadership and civic or political participation and fifthly, the ongoing 

reality of racism in young people’s lives.

 

The next section, ‘the Role of Youth Work’, considers the implications for youth work of 

these themes and provides an account of our findings with regard to youth work and the 

inclusion of young people from ethnic minorities. The subsequent section, ‘CCRYS Inter-
cultural Youth Project: What Lessons Can We Learn?’, focuses specifically on the 

experiences of the intercultural youth project within CCRYS. We analyse some of the key 

successes, challenges and complexities which the project and its partner organisations 

encountered during its lifetime and consider the implications of these for youth work. 

Our final section provides some brief conclusions to the study and offers recommenda-

tions for furthering youth work with young migrants based on the results of our study. 

4.1 Issues Experienced by Young People 
from Ethnic Minorities 
i.        Migration, Identity and Belonging 
Our research suggested that young people, particularly those who were born in Ireland or 

who arrived here as children, feel an affinity with more than one national or cultural identi-

ty. For instance, in their responses to a question on this matter on the questionnaire 

distributed prior to the focus groups, some of the young people described themselves in 

hyphenated terms such as ‘Irish-Congolese’, ‘Cameroonian-Irish’ or ‘Palestinian-Irish’. 

The research also indicated, however, that young people can face difficulties in navigat-

ing and expressing the different aspects of their ethnic and cultural identities. These 

difficulties manifested in a number of areas. Firstly, it was apparent that many young 

people do not identify with their ‘country of origin’ as strongly as their parents or older 

siblings. In a quotation which underscores the child-specific nature of the migration expe-

rience, one migrant community leader suggested that:

 

[Many] parents don’t seem to understand what migration is for their kids. 

Like for me, I can always say ‘I can go back to Zimbabwe’. But for [the 

young people], Zimbabwe … [is] not necessarily home. [In] Ireland … 

people meet them and say ‘go back to Africa’. But that’s not a reality for 

them. So because of colour of skin or even because of religion there’s an 

expectation that when you say ‘home’ you mean somewhere outside of 

Ireland or off the continent of Europe. And because parents have 

options [to go to another place they call ‘home’], they don’t seem to 

realise that their kids don’t have that option and nobody is talking about 

[this] (Participant A, focus group 1). 

The complex socialisation and sense of identity of second and ‘1.5’ generation young 

people meant that they sometimes have to negotiate differing expectations. A CCRYS 

project worker described the sorts of issues which she had discussed with young 

people: 

   

They were saying that … a lot of their parents want them to keep their 

culture but a lot of parents want them to assimilate and they will push 

them to do stuff. The young people keep saying that they [are] being 

pushed everywhere and in all directions and by everybody … A huge 

amount of pressure … And … [their] sense of Irishness, it seems really 

complex, really difficult, more so because there is no space given to 

them for support with it and no one is giving them that support

Secondly, young people recalled difficulties in ‘escaping’ particular labels or responses 

which made them feel ‘different’ at a time when they wished to blend in with their peers. 

According to one young person: 

I’ve been involved in mainstream youth work … when I was younger ... 

They had certain things that I was really interested in like a youth forum 

and a choir. So I felt listened to … But I think youth work sometimes is 

very constrained and for people maybe from a migrant background it 

might be harder. Because at this age when you’re young you’re trying to 

navigate your identity and when you go into a youth club — that’s your 

identity. You’re black. You’re from a migrant background. And it’s some-

thing that’s stamped on you and I think people might shy away from that 

a little bit. I went through that as well. Because first of all I have interests 

but when you go there they’re like ‘oh where are you from?’ All these ques-

tions and you’re not really sure where you stand as well in your identity as 

yourself (Participant I, focus group 2). 

Relatedly, although some participants felt that culturally-related events to promote interac-

tion among young people were of value, the efficacy of once-off ‘intercultural’ days based 

on superficial markers of culture was questioned. One migrant community leader noted:

 

We were talking … to some kids, they were saying that some schools do 

… cultural days … and they say ‘you bring whatever from your country’, 

and they [the young people] were saying they don’t like it because it 

means they are on the platform, they are being showcased ... this is the 

show and everyone has to pay attention to them (Participant A, focus 

group 1). 

Finally, despite the desire to minimise their ethnic or cultural differences, paradoxically 

perhaps, the need for young people to find a ‘voice’ and a space with other young people 

to discuss and process those very factors which render them different was identified. 

Another migrant leader noted that:

I was born in [North Africa] and I grew up in [Europe] and … the pressure 

you are talking about, the parents, the community … Like each individual 

experiences it in a different way and they have a different way to go 

through it and manage it. But … there’s a conflict around them [young 

people] and a conflict in them. So I know how they feel and I know when 

they are given a voice, they can get to the next step (Participant C, focus 

group 1).

One of the young participants described some of the reasons for her participation in a 

self-organised young women’s group: 

If you ask many of us now compared to our parents’ mindset it’s going to 

be totally changing [different] from their mindsets so [participating in this 

group], it’s this thing of ‘we have a common ground’. Because here we 

are caught in two positions – we’ve come to this new society where they 

have their own way of going; our parents have their own way of going at 

home. Where does the balance step in? Do I have people who under-

stand that balance in my head? (Participant G, focus group 2). 

ii. Parental and Community Regulation

A second, interrelated topic to emerge from the data was the impact on young people of 

intergenerational differences with regard to matters such as appropriate behaviour or 

cultural norms. Young people often had to deal with differences between the expectations 

of their parents or communities and those of their peers and the wider ‘Irish’ community. 

For instance, culturally specific understandings of young people’s personal autonomy 

were apparent. During discussions with the young African women, the matter of parental 

discipline was discussed. One participant argued that:

 

Our parents have a different mindset. … Because if I want to … maybe … 

blend in with the real [sic] kids who grew up here, their parents let them 

go out at 14 until 10pm, at 15 until 11pm, all the parties. And my parents 

are like ‘you better be home at 7’ (Participant J, focus group 2). 

She added that: 

I know African people have many different cultures, but I think one thing 

that we have in common is our parents – there’s some kind of discipline 

that runs around Africa. I don’t know how, why, but it’s present in nearly 

every country

There was a gendered dimension to the theme of young people’s autonomy, though 

young women’s sense of agency also emerged strongly from the data. Another partici-

pant suggested that: 

Even in our own families how we’re treated because we’re girls to our 

brothers is totally different, and how sometimes -  I’m talking from my own 

experience here – as if I had an older brother, he probably would have 

been allowed out and about and been involved in a lot of things more than 

I would I feel. Unfortunately my parents are unlucky they got a girl that is 

kind of like a boy – so I didn’t really need that permission, I just went for it 

(Participant G, focus group 2). 

While limitations on young people’s autonomy appears to stem from particular cultural 

and religious attitudes towards matters such as gender, parenting and childhood, they 

are also partly attributable to parental fears for their children’s safety in a context of signifi-

cant levels of societal racism – a theme we address in more detail below. For example, the 

parent whom we interviewed noted that: 

[My daughter] has said to me ‘Mum, I want to go in a protest’. I’m saying 

‘no you’re not going’. Because in the protest things can go wrong and 

you’ve put yourself in danger. So you have to protect yourself. There is 

other ways of protesting — whether it’s writing or voicing — but don’t go 

there and be screaming and shouting. People have different kinds of 

banners on them … So you have to choose carefully in what you partici-

pate in and don’t participate in. We are still a minority here and it’s very 

easy for people to attack us. So I am very, very cautious.

She recalled the responses of some of her daughter’s friends upon hearing that she was 

allowed to travel alone on the bus:

 

[My daughter] was talking to some of the Muslim girls, and they were like 

'Your parents let you get the bus? Aren't you scared? They let you? That's 

so dangerous!' But this is what they have been told.  It's unsafe for you to 

be outside.

It was also noted that young women can face pressures from their wider communities with 

regard to expectations of appropriate behaviour. In reference to the young Muslim women 

she worked with, one of the CCRYS project workers noted that:

[Many people in their community have] an opinion about them and are 

very vocal about it. They have women who aren’t related to them but are 

‘aunties’ telling them that they shouldn’t have Facebook [etc.] … and 

others are saying ‘no it’s fine’.

A group of young Muslim women became enthusiastic members of a football club for girls. 

While their participation was supported by their parents, it was also met with some nega-

tive responses from other community members. According to the same project worker:

 

Stuff … comes up for the girls [who are] playing soccer in the hijab … 

There is a bit of a backlash from some people in the community saying 

'this isn't for Muslims'. So they're pushing in a particular direction. But 

there's a huge amount of pressure put on them which says, 'Ok, if you 

want to play football, you have to be a perfect Muslim. You don't give them 

[some members of the community] anything that they can throw at you'. 

So they're carrying this responsibility. They're pushing forward and they're 

groundbreakers. But they're not allowed to make mistakes like other 

young people do as the … community is watching them. 

 

While parental and community regulation can constrain the activities of some young 

Muslims, there is also clear evidence of a diversity of perspectives among migrant 

parents and leaders. While careful not to expose their children to harm, the parent and 

leader whom we interviewed both acted as positive role models for the young women in 

their care and were anxious that they had as many opportunities for social interaction and 

personal development as possible. As the parent explained with regard to youth work:

It … empower[s] the girls with tools that they could actually bring to their 

future life … [My daughter] understands more about youth work and 

participating and voicing and how … to do a campaign ... This is some-

thing that was alien to me and it was alien to her as well. When she came 

last night [from the CCRYS leadership training] she said ‘that was really 

intense. I don’t know if I took anything in.’ But she did, you know? From 

talking to her, she had [taken it in] … And this is something I would like 

my daughter or my children to carry on with. 

iii.  Religious Beliefs and Observance 

Religious faith and practice were central features in the lives of many of the young partici-

pants in this study. Three key findings were noted with regard to this. Firstly, religion is a 

key source of support and strength in their lives. The following comment from one young 

person exemplified this view:

Church … again comes down to this idea of community. You are sharing 

something in common, you’re supporting each other’s faith as well and 

also I think the support does not just come from the people but from your 

belief itself. Because I believe in God and I get my strength from knowing 

that he is going to help me (Participant G, focus group 2). 

Secondly, the research found that young people are often located at the intersection of 

different value systems and that their religious backgrounds played a key role in this. It 

was suggested that negotiating these different value systems created tensions and pres-

sures in the young people’s lives. For example, the focus group with community and 

religious leaders occurred shortly after the 2015 Marriage Equality referendum in Ireland. 

It was pointed out by the participants that many people in their communities that were 

affiliated with African Pentecostal Churches were opposed to civil marriage for gay and 

lesbian people. The Methodist minister, for instance, noted that those among the second 

generation that supported a ‘no’ vote were reproached by their peers while those that 

advocated a ‘yes’ faced recrimination from their family or community. He added:

The school [is] educating the child for 20 hours a week. But any good 

African Pentecostal Church, you’re going to have a very high level of 

involvement with it. So there’s this double value formation … [At] my 

school, all the kids did a ‘vote yes’ thing and then in the evening you go to 

a prayer meeting, and it’s ‘vote no’. And it’s the … youth that are … having 

to negotiate [that] (Participant D, focus group 1) 

One of the CCRYS project workers noted the ‘conflictual messages’ which the young 

people were receiving: 

I remember that came out from [one young person during the leadership 

training we did] when she was talking about one of the challenges … 

about becoming an activist and getting projects off the ground. She 

named religious conservatism. But she constantly talks about different 

issues, about LGBT rights and I thought 'this is mad.' She’s probably hear-

ing all of these things [LGBT rights etc.] in school … and then she's prob-

ably hearing other things in other spaces. 

A third finding to emerge in relation to religious observance was its implications for partici-

pation in youth work. One of our focus group participants had established a girls’ group 

within her mosque. However, some other community members were fearful of her efforts 

to introduce structured youth activities. Their objections appeared to centre on a fear that 

involvement in youth activities might dilute or detract from the young people’s understand-

ing and practice of Islam. According to a parent of one of the girls:

[The young people] all want activities, they all want activities. But [some 

of] the older women – the mothers maybe - have objections. It’s a conflict 

of culture … between generations … [The young people are] going to 

non-Muslim schools. You know your environment influences you. And 

they’re still young as well you have to remember. They’re not fully under-

standing Islam … The older generations understand Islam better. And 

there’s kind of a conflict there. 

She mentioned that anyone working with Muslim youth would need to be very aware of ‘the 

needs of the Muslim child’, including, for instance, the prohibition of ‘free-mixing’, that is, 

socialising between young men and women. She further noted that the presence of youth 

workers from the Muslim religion would be of great benefit in allaying parental and com-

munity fears.

iv.  Leadership and Civic/Political Participation 

The research found that some of the young women wished to be involved in issue-based 

work. This was particularly apparent among the young African women who were already 

affiliated with a migrant women’s rights organisation. As one of them said, ‘we’re literally 

dying of ideas to improve our community or improve the nation.’ The young women’s 

responses reflected their concern with migrant-specific inequalities.

According to one participant:

We are migrant women in this country and we — I believe almost half of 

us here —have gone through … a bit of discrimination here and there, 

racism here and there and obviously it wouldn’t be an easy task changing 

that, but it would be great seeing us improving on that (Participant F, 

focus group 2). 

However, they also expressed a desire to be involved in issues affecting young people in 

Ireland generally. For example, when discussing her perceptions of the Irish education 

system, another participant noted that: 

[M]any [young] people feel like ‘I can’t get in [to college] anyways and I’m 

not going to strive for it.’ … Even the Irish kids themselves, they end up at 

a place of ‘I can just get a FETAC [course] and get a work’ and … it’s 

really not good, it limits the mind … So I would definitely change the 

educational system to such a way that it can accommodate everybody in 

their different ways to strive for a better education, a better future 

because at the end of the day it brings out a better country (Participant J, 

focus group 2). 

Some of the participants demonstrated significant potential for youth leadership. One 

young person recalled how: 

We were sitting in Stephen’s Green yesterday after [a] … conference 

talking about different issues and it was so empowering and so motivat-

ing … We talked about real issues that were happening and they got to a 

point of even coming up with solutions and making connections between 

different things (Participant I, focus group 2). 

The potential for leadership and an interest in issues facing young people among migrant 

young people was also evident during discussions at the youth leadership training deliv-

ered by the CCRYS intercultural youth project. The participants in this training were from 

a range of ethnic minority backgrounds. One of the CCRYS project workers noted:

LGBT stuff came out during the training mainly through the Muslim girls 

that wear the veil. They were actually really, really concerned that their 

LGBT peers wouldn't be supported. It was really Interesting. All of them 

mentioned LGBT as an issue that they felt really strongly about

 v. Racism and Exclusion 

A key issue to emerge from across the all interviews and focus groups was the degree to 

which racism had become a ‘normal’ feature of young people’s lives. The research also 

found that, while friendships with young ‘Irish’ people had been formed, young people 

also experienced exclusion among their peers. 

Participants discussed misrepresentations of and racist attitudes towards both Muslims 

and black Africans. These had a significant impact on the young people whose respons-

es ranged from frustration to a deep sense of hurt. Some participants were frustrated by 

ignorance, misinformation or generalisations about Africa. According to one young 

person: 

I’ve lived in Africa. It’s not just bushes and forests and everything. Things 

happen in Africa. Beautiful things. But then again the way the Irish people 

ask is from the perception that they’ve been given. ‘Oh it’s just poverty. 

The people there are just struggling.’ All this kind of stuff. And they 

wouldn’t really know our cultures and the way we act to certain things 

(Participant K, focus group 2).

Another young person who had migrated to Ireland as a young adult recalled a conversa-

tion she had had with her younger brother who was born in Ireland. 

When I came to this country, my little brother asked me a question … ‘Do 

you sleep on a bed in Africa?’ And I said ‘hold on little brother. Why do 

you ask this question?’ And he was like ‘because our teacher was talking 

to us about Africa and he was saying literally that in Africa most people 

live in the bush, they don’t sleep on beds, they don’t have telly … like 

they’re struggling in Africa.’ And I said to him ‘Baby, when you go to 

school tomorrow, you tell teacher Africans are humans. They have a bed, 

they have telly’ (Participant F, focus group 2)

The following quotation from one young person typified the view among the Muslim girls 

that they were constantly judged on the basis of crimes committed in the name of Islam:

 

Sometimes, in the news they judge a whole community based on 10 

people and … that’s why people mostly when they see Muslims they think 

… ‘these people don’t give education to girls, they’re just bad, they do 

bombs, and 9/11 and stuff.’ They don’t think about the other good stuff we 

do (Participant P, focus group 3). 

Similarly, her friend commented that:

If they said something in the news that’s bad about Muslims, it does not 

mean I’m one of them. Maybe I’ve got other thinking. Maybe … they’re 

thinking they want to kill people, I’m not like that ... Islam is all about 

peace and loving people (Participant M, focus group 3).

Experiences of racism emerged too in the accounts of the young African women. One 

participant described the emotional and exclusionary effects of racist discourses about 

black Africans: 

Because most people think you just came from Africa and then started 

taking things from us, benefits, job-wise and other stuff. So I feel like a 

gold-digger (Participant F, focus group 2). 

In a similar vein, another young person noted:

Even sometimes I’m scared to go into ... the social welfare offices 

because I see all these eyes around me. I can’t wait to finish college and 

get myself a job so I don’t have to go back in there. It’s so scary. You go 

in there and you feel like ’oh my days, they’re all looking at me.’ I feel like 

I shouldn’t be here (Participant K, focus group 2).

The wounding effects of online racism and its consequences for migrants’ participation 

and sense of belonging in Irish society were also mentioned by a number of research 

participants. For one young person:

I feel if I read stuff in the media, if someone writes an article about 

migrants or stuff like that, the kind of comments from people - literally 

when I read them I feel, well these are people, this is society, that’s what 

they’re saying about migrants in the country. And when you read them, 

they are really, really horrible. It feels like ‘I should just hide in my room. I 

shouldn’t come out’… They smile but just pretending, but not letting some-

one fully in. Because what they write in the media and stuff like that isn’t 

really good, isn’t positive about migrants (Participant K, focus group 2).

In addition to general racist attitudes, participants also noted instances of bullying or 

exclusion by their peers which they believed were related to their Muslim identity, though 

it is important to emphasise that some participants also spoke of their Irish classmates 

being their ‘bestos’ [best friends]. One of them recalled:

Like in my class on the first day, one of the girls she didn’t really like me 

because I was wearing a scarf but then even like when I was writing with 

a pencil, I asked her did she want to write with it, and she was like ‘no, I 

won’t touch that’. And I was like ‘ok that’s your decision. What are you 

going to write with?’ And then in the school years, we’re actually like best 

pals now, literally. She just like knows me now. She just thought I was bad 

or something (Participant P, focus group 3). 

Another participant said:

Well I get bullied because I’m Muslim and I still do … I told my teacher 

and then she apologised to me and then she’s really nice to me. But then 

these girls these days, they’re not that nice to me. I’m actually not really 

sure why they’re not nice to me maybe because of the colour of my skin 

or something. But they like everybody else in the class and they don’t like 

me mostly. When people have birthday parties, this girl she had a birth-

day party and she invited the whole class except me (Participant Q, focus 

group 3). 

A further manifestation of racism and exclusion highlighted in the research were the phys-

ical threats or racist encounters from strangers in public experienced by some of the 

young people. These encounters took a highly gendered form particularly as they related 

to stereotypes about black women’s sexuality. One young person recalled:

On the buses I’ve had experience where these guys are like ‘come marry 

me, I’ll give you a green card’ and all this … And older guys as well …on 

the streets sometimes. I don’t think they would say the same thing to a 

young Irish person … I look like a kid! I could have been any age, coming 

up to you and being like ‘Hey, do you want to sleep with me tonight?’, like 

propositioning you … I’ve had a friend who was asked if she’s a prostitute 

(Participant I, focus group 2). 

A fellow participant responded that this had happened to her also: 

I was just innocently standing at a bus stop and someone said ‘do you 

want to come with me?’ I said ‘where?’ ‘I will pay you good’. I mean I really 

felt like ‘what do you take me for? You really think I’m just standing here 

waiting for you to ask me if you will pay me well’ (Participant H, focus 

group 2). 

The threat to young people’s safety and bodily integrity as a consequence of racism was 

also named by the CCRYS project workers. This, it was felt, had implications for youth 

work: 

When we did the training with the young people ... the sense that I got 

was they really, really want to get involved in stuff but there's an issue of 

safety. Really they don't feel safe in a lot of the spaces that are offered for 

them. In terms of the youth services, geographically again, we're talking 

about youth projects that are in areas that are pretty difficult, so the 

services that can provide a service to these young people or that are 

equipped to do it are not in areas that actually are safe enough for these 

young people to access. 

According to her colleague:

If you unpack the issues that young women are coming up against, 

there's mad stuff all together. If you're talking about the young women in 

the [mosque] ... if you can get to a conversation of their experience of 

living in the area, or areas like it, lots of stuff is coming up around how safe 

they feel on the streets, around … racist incidents, getting their hijabs 

pulled off them, being spat at, all that kind of stuff. It's so normalised, it's 

mad, crazy, you know? And not having a space to process that and just 

that sense of 'that's just the way it is.’

The parent of a young Muslim girl noted that: 

There is a lot of Islamaphobia going around at the moment. I do fear 

where I send my kids. I have to have different nationalities in that group to 

feel that my kids are going to be safe. If it’s just an all-Irish place, I’m not 

comfortable … I’m not comfortable, because they will always come back 

and say ‘So-and-so said this. So-and-so said that’ … I mean I’m not 

saying I want every single box to be ticked, even if it was just [a] multi-cul-

tural [group], I would be quite happy. 

Her responses also highlighted how her daughter’s agency and ‘voice’ were constrained 

by macro social policy concerning Muslims beyond Ireland, in this case the so-called 

‘Preventing Violent Extremism’   agenda in the UK. She explained that she liked to give her 

daughter the tools to respond to misrepresentations of Islam by teachers or peers. Howev-

er, she also cautioned her daughter to ‘be careful what you say [at school]’: 

Because she’s very voiceful. She gives her opinion. I’m also fearful at the 

moment of what’s happening in the UK. The government is asking 

schools to keep an eye on students to see who is extremist, and they 

should be reported and everything. I say to her ‘you have to be careful’. I 

don’t know what the agenda is here.

Finally, young people’s strategies for coping with racism or exclusion were mentioned. 

Both CCRYS workers noted that humour was one way in which young people managed 

their experiences of racism. For instance, young Muslims might humorously take on a 

stereotype as a means of satirising and coping with the association between Islam and 

terrorism:

I see [this use of humour by] young people in lots of different ways. It’s 

putting [the stereotype] out there and [saying] ‘I’ll get there before you do, 

you know?’ ‘This is who I am. And I know what you think. And [I] can laugh 

at it.’

It was further suggested that young people might ‘self-exclude’ from mainstream youth 

work or other related ‘white’ spaces in search of better ways of processing their experienc-

es. According to one young person: 

When you see [how] … the media [represent us] … [and]  all the experi-

ences that we’ve had, and you think about going to a predominantly white 

youth centre … with all that baggage, it’s kind of almost easier not to and 

to maybe self-organise … Because all of these things have an effect on 

you. So maybe you think forming a group that’s not [already] there, that’s 

with people who have shared experiences would be easier and more 

helpful (Participant I, focus group 2). 

4.2 The Role of Youth Work
In this section, we consider in turn the implications for youth work of each of the themes 

addressed in the preceding section with reference to relevant literature. We then discuss 

research findings which related specifically to youth work, highlighting its potential but 

also the ongoing challenges which remain with regard to the participation of young people 

from ethnic minority groups.  

i. Migration, Identity and Belonging

Our findings indicate that youth workers working with young people from ethnic minority 

groups may need to be aware of how issues pertaining to their personal and social identity 

affect their sense of belonging and wellbeing. The potential role of youth work in this 

regard was summed up by one of the CCRYS project workers: 

We have a whole generation of young people who are trying to negotiate 

what it feels to be both Muslim and Irish, both black and Irish and I see 

them struggling with this stuff. So that's one side of it. But I also see them 

have all the other stuff that happens to young people – having to deal with 

relationships and broken hearts and having trouble with school and 

clashing with their friends and stuff on the internet and getting into 

trouble. So you have all that … stuff of being a teenager … and then they 

have this extra layer of stuff … For me that's where youth work comes in. 

[It] makes space for young people to make sense of their own social 

reality and help them negotiate this. 

The findings also suggest that youth workers must walk a fine line between offering 

support where necessary while avoiding a situation where young people may feel inap-

propriately singled out (see also ní Laoire, et al, 2011). This work must take place in 

spaces where young people feel safe. Some of the findings - for instance, the comment 

by participant I above -indicate that this may need to happen in identity-specific groups 

or in groups comprising young people with shared exposure to or experience of the 

issue(s) in question. This is in keeping with commonly-held youth work values and 

approaches which are concerned with developing flexible responses to the particular 

needs of young people as they arise. 

ii. Parental and Community Regulation

While all young people face constraints on their personal autonomy, our research found 

evidence that young people from ethnic minorities may be subjected to greater parental 

regulation and community expectation than their ‘Irish’ peers. This suggests that youth 

work may have a role in providing a space for young people to process the sometimes 

conflicting expectations which they may face. It also raises challenges for how the princi-

ple of self-determination — that is ‘the non-directive enabling of young people to make 

decisions and choices in their lives’ (Imam and Bowler, 2010: 144)  — has traditionally 

been understood within youth work practice. For example, some parental involvement in 

activity choices may have to be countenanced in order to facilitate inclusion. 

This theme underscores the advice of previous strategies and guides for intercultural 

youth work (Lynam, 2009; NYCI/Youthnet, 2012) which emphasised that youth workers 

may need to purposively and patiently spend time building up the trust and buy-in of 

parents, guardians and community leaders. It also suggests that youth workers may need 

to be aware of the greater restrictions placed on some young migrants’ free time when 

planning the timing and location of activities.  

iii. Religious Beliefs and Observance

The centrality of religious faith in many young people’s lives carries with it a number of 

implications for youth work. Firstly, it suggests that practitioners need to increase their 

religious literacy. Indeed, there is some evidence of nascent efforts by youth workers to 

achieve this. One youth worker interviewed for the research noted that workers in her 

project who were working with Muslim children and parents in their homework club were 

‘trying to educate themselves [about different religions], so they’ve gotten books that are 

child-friendly around religion.’ 

With regard to young people’s location at the interface between conflicting value systems, 

the findings imply that youth workers may have a role to play in supporting young people 

to discuss and debate different worldviews in a safe and respectful environment. There 

may also be a role for youth work in supporting young people to discuss complex issues 

surrounding individual sexuality which may not be addressed at home. For instance, 

according to one of the migrant community leaders: 

A lot of what is going there are issues … to do with sexuality, and sexual 

identity that you’d find within the African community it’s a no-go area. 

People assume there are no gay people or … whatever … You cannot 

lead them … but you need to create space where the conversations can 

be had (Participant A, focus group 1).

Changes to youth work practice may also be required in order to accommodate the religi-

osity within many ethnic minority families. For example, our research found evidence of 

how one youth project within the Canal Communities area managed, after some difficul-

ties, to accommodate the needs of the Muslim children in relation to Halal food. 

With regard to young Muslim women specifically, the research indicates that youth work-

ers must find ways of accommodating the parental regulation which they may face, while 

avoiding stereotypes of young Muslim women as passive or without a voice (see McGarry, 

2012). It is also important not to create the impression that religious observance should or 

could inevitably exclude them from youth work. Up to 18 young girls from one Dublin 

mosque engaged with the CCRYS intercultural youth project during its lifetime. For two or 

three of these young people, their participation was confined to activities within the 

mosque. For most of the others, their participation was permitted in youth activities outside 

the mosque where relationships of trust had been established with those carrying them 

out and if one of the Muslim volunteers was also present. One of the CCRYS intercultural 

youth project workers expressed the view that with more time, they could have deepened 

the relationship of trust with Muslim parents and religious leaders to a point where more 

young women could access activities without the involvement of parents or adult mem-

bers of the Muslim community. This also underlines the importance of involving workers 

and volunteers from ethnic minority communities in youth work. 

In order to widen the participation of young Muslim women in youth work, however, the 

provision of youth work to gender-specific groups will have to be considered (see also 

McGarry, 2012; for an opposing perspective, see Cressey, 2006). Failure to offer a dedi-

cated space to young Muslim women will result in their exclusion. There is considerable 

precedent for gender-specific groups within youth work. These have been undertaken 

with members of the Traveller Community and in relation to matters such as sexual health 

(NYCI, 2012). Gender-specific youth work has long been regarded as a means of 

addressing the specific needs of young women and of mitigating young women’s margin-

alisation within youth work spaces (Hanbury, Lee and Batsleer, 2010). 

Finally, in highlighting this theme, we also suggest that, as practitioners, we avoid a binary 

understanding of the differences between Muslim and non-Muslim/Christian and 

non-Christian value systems and remember that religious and cultural communities are 

complex, heterogeneous and dynamic. As we have seen, differing interpretations of 

religious doctrine and cultural practices — such as the prohibition on ‘free-mixing’ (mixed 

activities between male and female) or attitudes to young women’s sporting activities 

—are evident among adherents of the same faith.

iv. Leadership and Civic/Political Participation

Many of our findings challenge stereotypes of young migrants as passively ‘in need’ of 

integration (see ní Laoire et al, 2011). This is particularly in evidence in the findings relat-

ing to young people’s leadership and desire to activate social change. While we cannot 

make any claims as to the typicality of these young people’s perspectives, such findings 

appear highly relevant to youth work given its central concern with enabling young 

people’s voice. Furthermore, it is significant that the young African women had self-organ-

ised as a group, with the support of the migrant women’s organisation and of CCRYS itself. 

This indicates a possible role for youth workers and other trusted allies in enabling young 

migrants’ self-organisation where such a need exists.  

v. Racism and Exclusion

Our research confirms the findings of previous research in relation to the prevalence of 

racism in young migrants’ lives (see also Gilligan et al, 2010; ní Laoire, 2011; Szlovák and 

Szewczyk, 2015). This theme has a number of important consequences for youth work.

 

Firstly, a meaningful youth work relationship may help young people to process their expe-

riences of racism, experiences which are multi-faceted and gendered. Secondly, critical, 

open, non-judgemental conversations of the type advocated by Thomas and Henri (2011) 

are crucial to supporting young people to address their racist views. Youth work’s capaci-

ty for creative, flexible approaches is relevant in this regard.  For example, one youth 

worker described her project’s use of ‘Theatre of the Oppressed’ methodology with young 

people as a means of initiating what Thomas (2002: 60) calls ‘conversations with a 

purpose’ in relation to matters of social injustice. Nonetheless, deeply held racist attitudes 

among some of the young people attending some youth services are clearly a problem to 

which there is no easy solution. Thomas and Henri (2011) who have worked with young 

white people within communities characterised by deep racial divisions in northern 

England have suggested that opportunities for cross-community interaction on a planned 

and sustained basis can make a difference here. Where young people cannot attend 

youth services due to fears of racism and personal safety or who ‘self-exclude’ in the 

manner described by some of our young participants, there is an imperative that alterna-

tive spaces for flexible, youth-centred support are identified and resourced. All these 

steps may depend on youth organisations building greater fluency around racism and 

diversity issues.

 vi. Barriers to Accessing Youth Work

In addition to the findings set out above, the research identified a number of barriers to the 

participation in youth work by young people from ethnic minorities. These relate to how 

youth work is often structured and resourced. 

Firstly, constraints associated with the geographical boundaries of youth organisation’s 

catchment areas were noted. It was suggested by the CCRYS intercultural youth project 

workers that many young people from ethnic minorities are congregating in spaces, such 

as their mosque, which are outside the areas in which they live. This means that they are 

less likely to access youth work services in the areas where they reside.  

Secondly and relatedly, the sort of outreach which is traditionally undertaken by youth 

services, for instance, through street work or in social housing estates, does not enable 

contact with young people who are congregating in different sorts of spaces, such as 

mosques. This can render them invisible to youth services.  

Thirdly, although we have mentioned matters of ethnic identity, the question of social class 

is also relevant to our study. Youth work in some areas has been built up over many years 

to respond to the needs of young people deemed ‘at risk’ due to their specific experiences 

of class-based exclusion and inequality.   Such youth services may use models of practice 

which are focused on the issues facing young people ‘at risk’ of involvement in addiction 

or crime. It was suggested that these issues may not be as relevant to many young people 

from ethnic minority communities. According to one youth worker for instance:  

Young people come here when their needs are not being met. Their risk 

level is very different. Drug use is quite serious here and young people 

quite young are getting involved in running and taking drugs, particularly 

smoking grass and I mean from 9, 10 years of age, very young. I don’t see 

Muslim children getting involved in that kind of activity. 

Finally, a shortage of resources placed significant pressure on youth organisations and 

undermined their capacity to keep the issue of intercultural youth work consistently on 

their agenda. According to one youth worker, for example:

We are down to the wire here and I’m really not just moaning saying that, 

we genuinely are. There’s a lot of stuff we’ve had to just drop because we 

just can’t manage it. And I’m really trying to be careful that people don’t 

do over their hours. Because you can get burned out very easily. 

Her colleague in another youth project expressed the view that

When things get very busy we revert to type. We go back to ... what we 

are supposed to do – all about those [young people] most at risk that 

present in that chaotic way … so it can be very easy to put [efforts to 

include ethnic minority young people] by the wayside … because there is 

so much [else to do] … You have to have that passion within you, you 

have to have that want within you [to do additional work to reach ethnic 

minority young people]. It’s not as if you’re going to have nothing [else] to 

do. So someone has to come and say – and from up high, our funders – 

that this is an issue, this is something that we want you to look at.

One of the CCRYS project workers expressed the view that:  

Youth projects, from what I can see, that engage with more diverse young 

people - in the sense of class - seem to find it easier to attract young 

people from ethnic minority communities … I think it might be linked to 

resources. Projects that are stripped to the bare bones [often] concen-

trate on firefighting with the most ‘at risk’ young people and this can 

create youth work spaces that are inaccessible or tough for minority 

ethnic young people. 

vii. The Potential of Youth Work 

Although we have highlighted barriers within youth work, our research also illuminated its 

relevance and the potential it offers for including young people from ethnic minority 

groups and for addressing some of their needs. Firstly, despite the constraints they faced, 

there was evidence of a ‘buy-in’ from youth services to the principle of inclusive youth 

work. According to one youth worker for example:

I was a very loud voice in team meetings that we don’t need to change 

any strategy [to include more young people from ethnic minorities], that 

young people are young people and the door is always open, it’s all about 

voluntary participation. If they want to come, we’ll sort it out then and 

integrate. I still have part of those views. But with [CCRYS intercultural 

youth project worker] arriving and some of the conversations with her … 

it just let me know that it’s just not that simple. In a way that was a bit of a 

cop-out … you have to make that effort. You have to make it appealing in 

some way, shape or form.

One of the youth projects in the area had succeeded in including young people from a 

range of ethnic minority backgrounds in mainstream youth work activities. Another project 

had not succeeded in attracting many teenagers from ethnic minority communities but it 

had a significant numbers of Muslim children in its homework club. She recalled:

[We] would always encourage in the homework clubs that parents would 

go along to trips and different things. So the Muslim women just took it up 

really quickly. I’ve often seen them bringing in food and everything to the 

homework clubs. Particularly in the summer project they were making 

sweets that they make and the kids were all loving them. And it was 

getting to a point last summer where the kids were putting orders in, 

saying ‘will you bring sweets to this trip?’ And it was all really nice. And it 

was a really nice way to integrate the kids in and the parents in, and I 

suppose to try and tackle the whole racism issue, but in a normal way. 

 

Secondly, youth work’s flexibility and its capacity to engage young people and foster 

cross-community interaction in creative ways also emerged. A youth worker recalled a 

project organised in collaboration with the CCRYS intercultural youth project:

The graffiti around Fatima… was a project that we did with two artists 

[who] came over from England. One was Muslim and one was 

English-Irish so we did graffiti on the pitch around there. It was basically 

of the flats and a butterfly emerging [to symbolise] the whole regeneration 

[process] because the Muslim symbols are very similar to the old Celtic 

symbols so that was put onto it as well. So that and the fact that one of the 

artists was Muslim, the young people were asking a lot of questions about 

stuff that they’re just curious about, that they don’t understand. And we 

[youth workers] were as well because there’s loads I obviously don’t know 

… And the young people, because they were able to talk to him and he 

So that and the fact that one of the artists was 
Muslim, the young people were asking a lot of 
questions about stuff that they’re just curious 

about, that they don’t understand.

was a graffiti artist, so he was cool and they were asking him loads of 

questions and he was very honest … So that was really good. 

Thirdly, youth work offers a means where young people can simply be ‘young’ without the 

label of ‘migrant’. For instance, one young person recalled her participation in Foróige’s 

‘Big Brother, Big Sister’ mentoring programme:

I loved [it] because there wasn’t really anything about me being from a 

migrant background. It was about me being a role model for another 

young person growing up in my school and stuff like that (Participant G, 

focus group 2).
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In what follows, we outline our findings with regard to our previously stated research aims. 

Our first section below, ‘Issues Experienced by Young People from Ethnic Minorities’, 
identifies five significant, intertwined themes. These are, firstly, the challenges young 

people face in navigating the multiple and sometimes conflicting forces which shape their 

sense of personal and social identity and which inform their sense of belonging; secondly, 

the impact on young people of parental and community expectations; thirdly, the signifi-

cance of religious observance and religious influences in young people’s lives; fourthly, 

opportunities for leadership and civic or political participation and fifthly, the ongoing 

reality of racism in young people’s lives.

 

The next section, ‘the Role of Youth Work’, considers the implications for youth work of 

these themes and provides an account of our findings with regard to youth work and the 

inclusion of young people from ethnic minorities. The subsequent section, ‘CCRYS Inter-
cultural Youth Project: What Lessons Can We Learn?’, focuses specifically on the 

experiences of the intercultural youth project within CCRYS. We analyse some of the key 

successes, challenges and complexities which the project and its partner organisations 

encountered during its lifetime and consider the implications of these for youth work. 

Our final section provides some brief conclusions to the study and offers recommenda-

tions for furthering youth work with young migrants based on the results of our study. 

4.1 Issues Experienced by Young People 
from Ethnic Minorities 
i.        Migration, Identity and Belonging 
Our research suggested that young people, particularly those who were born in Ireland or 

who arrived here as children, feel an affinity with more than one national or cultural identi-

ty. For instance, in their responses to a question on this matter on the questionnaire 

distributed prior to the focus groups, some of the young people described themselves in 

hyphenated terms such as ‘Irish-Congolese’, ‘Cameroonian-Irish’ or ‘Palestinian-Irish’. 

The research also indicated, however, that young people can face difficulties in navigat-

ing and expressing the different aspects of their ethnic and cultural identities. These 

difficulties manifested in a number of areas. Firstly, it was apparent that many young 

people do not identify with their ‘country of origin’ as strongly as their parents or older 

siblings. In a quotation which underscores the child-specific nature of the migration expe-

rience, one migrant community leader suggested that:

 

[Many] parents don’t seem to understand what migration is for their kids. 

Like for me, I can always say ‘I can go back to Zimbabwe’. But for [the 

young people], Zimbabwe … [is] not necessarily home. [In] Ireland … 

people meet them and say ‘go back to Africa’. But that’s not a reality for 

them. So because of colour of skin or even because of religion there’s an 

expectation that when you say ‘home’ you mean somewhere outside of 

Ireland or off the continent of Europe. And because parents have 

options [to go to another place they call ‘home’], they don’t seem to 

realise that their kids don’t have that option and nobody is talking about 

[this] (Participant A, focus group 1). 

The complex socialisation and sense of identity of second and ‘1.5’ generation young 

people meant that they sometimes have to negotiate differing expectations. A CCRYS 

project worker described the sorts of issues which she had discussed with young 

people: 

   

They were saying that … a lot of their parents want them to keep their 

culture but a lot of parents want them to assimilate and they will push 

them to do stuff. The young people keep saying that they [are] being 

pushed everywhere and in all directions and by everybody … A huge 

amount of pressure … And … [their] sense of Irishness, it seems really 

complex, really difficult, more so because there is no space given to 

them for support with it and no one is giving them that support

Secondly, young people recalled difficulties in ‘escaping’ particular labels or responses 

which made them feel ‘different’ at a time when they wished to blend in with their peers. 

According to one young person: 

I’ve been involved in mainstream youth work … when I was younger ... 

They had certain things that I was really interested in like a youth forum 

and a choir. So I felt listened to … But I think youth work sometimes is 

very constrained and for people maybe from a migrant background it 

might be harder. Because at this age when you’re young you’re trying to 

navigate your identity and when you go into a youth club — that’s your 

identity. You’re black. You’re from a migrant background. And it’s some-

thing that’s stamped on you and I think people might shy away from that 

a little bit. I went through that as well. Because first of all I have interests 

but when you go there they’re like ‘oh where are you from?’ All these ques-

tions and you’re not really sure where you stand as well in your identity as 

yourself (Participant I, focus group 2). 

Relatedly, although some participants felt that culturally-related events to promote interac-

tion among young people were of value, the efficacy of once-off ‘intercultural’ days based 

on superficial markers of culture was questioned. One migrant community leader noted:

 

We were talking … to some kids, they were saying that some schools do 

… cultural days … and they say ‘you bring whatever from your country’, 

and they [the young people] were saying they don’t like it because it 

means they are on the platform, they are being showcased ... this is the 

show and everyone has to pay attention to them (Participant A, focus 

group 1). 

Finally, despite the desire to minimise their ethnic or cultural differences, paradoxically 

perhaps, the need for young people to find a ‘voice’ and a space with other young people 

to discuss and process those very factors which render them different was identified. 

Another migrant leader noted that:

I was born in [North Africa] and I grew up in [Europe] and … the pressure 

you are talking about, the parents, the community … Like each individual 

experiences it in a different way and they have a different way to go 

through it and manage it. But … there’s a conflict around them [young 

people] and a conflict in them. So I know how they feel and I know when 

they are given a voice, they can get to the next step (Participant C, focus 

group 1).

One of the young participants described some of the reasons for her participation in a 

self-organised young women’s group: 

If you ask many of us now compared to our parents’ mindset it’s going to 

be totally changing [different] from their mindsets so [participating in this 

group], it’s this thing of ‘we have a common ground’. Because here we 

are caught in two positions – we’ve come to this new society where they 

have their own way of going; our parents have their own way of going at 

home. Where does the balance step in? Do I have people who under-

stand that balance in my head? (Participant G, focus group 2). 

ii. Parental and Community Regulation

A second, interrelated topic to emerge from the data was the impact on young people of 

intergenerational differences with regard to matters such as appropriate behaviour or 

cultural norms. Young people often had to deal with differences between the expectations 

of their parents or communities and those of their peers and the wider ‘Irish’ community. 

For instance, culturally specific understandings of young people’s personal autonomy 

were apparent. During discussions with the young African women, the matter of parental 

discipline was discussed. One participant argued that:

 

Our parents have a different mindset. … Because if I want to … maybe … 

blend in with the real [sic] kids who grew up here, their parents let them 

go out at 14 until 10pm, at 15 until 11pm, all the parties. And my parents 

are like ‘you better be home at 7’ (Participant J, focus group 2). 

She added that: 

I know African people have many different cultures, but I think one thing 

that we have in common is our parents – there’s some kind of discipline 

that runs around Africa. I don’t know how, why, but it’s present in nearly 

every country

There was a gendered dimension to the theme of young people’s autonomy, though 

young women’s sense of agency also emerged strongly from the data. Another partici-

pant suggested that: 

Even in our own families how we’re treated because we’re girls to our 

brothers is totally different, and how sometimes -  I’m talking from my own 

experience here – as if I had an older brother, he probably would have 

been allowed out and about and been involved in a lot of things more than 

I would I feel. Unfortunately my parents are unlucky they got a girl that is 

kind of like a boy – so I didn’t really need that permission, I just went for it 

(Participant G, focus group 2). 

While limitations on young people’s autonomy appears to stem from particular cultural 

and religious attitudes towards matters such as gender, parenting and childhood, they 

are also partly attributable to parental fears for their children’s safety in a context of signifi-

cant levels of societal racism – a theme we address in more detail below. For example, the 

parent whom we interviewed noted that: 

[My daughter] has said to me ‘Mum, I want to go in a protest’. I’m saying 

‘no you’re not going’. Because in the protest things can go wrong and 

you’ve put yourself in danger. So you have to protect yourself. There is 

other ways of protesting — whether it’s writing or voicing — but don’t go 

there and be screaming and shouting. People have different kinds of 

banners on them … So you have to choose carefully in what you partici-

pate in and don’t participate in. We are still a minority here and it’s very 

easy for people to attack us. So I am very, very cautious.

She recalled the responses of some of her daughter’s friends upon hearing that she was 

allowed to travel alone on the bus:

 

[My daughter] was talking to some of the Muslim girls, and they were like 

'Your parents let you get the bus? Aren't you scared? They let you? That's 

so dangerous!' But this is what they have been told.  It's unsafe for you to 

be outside.

It was also noted that young women can face pressures from their wider communities with 

regard to expectations of appropriate behaviour. In reference to the young Muslim women 

she worked with, one of the CCRYS project workers noted that:

[Many people in their community have] an opinion about them and are 

very vocal about it. They have women who aren’t related to them but are 

‘aunties’ telling them that they shouldn’t have Facebook [etc.] … and 

others are saying ‘no it’s fine’.

A group of young Muslim women became enthusiastic members of a football club for girls. 

While their participation was supported by their parents, it was also met with some nega-

tive responses from other community members. According to the same project worker:

 

Stuff … comes up for the girls [who are] playing soccer in the hijab … 

There is a bit of a backlash from some people in the community saying 

'this isn't for Muslims'. So they're pushing in a particular direction. But 

there's a huge amount of pressure put on them which says, 'Ok, if you 

want to play football, you have to be a perfect Muslim. You don't give them 

[some members of the community] anything that they can throw at you'. 

So they're carrying this responsibility. They're pushing forward and they're 

groundbreakers. But they're not allowed to make mistakes like other 

young people do as the … community is watching them. 

 

While parental and community regulation can constrain the activities of some young 

Muslims, there is also clear evidence of a diversity of perspectives among migrant 

parents and leaders. While careful not to expose their children to harm, the parent and 

leader whom we interviewed both acted as positive role models for the young women in 

their care and were anxious that they had as many opportunities for social interaction and 

personal development as possible. As the parent explained with regard to youth work:

It … empower[s] the girls with tools that they could actually bring to their 

future life … [My daughter] understands more about youth work and 

participating and voicing and how … to do a campaign ... This is some-

thing that was alien to me and it was alien to her as well. When she came 

last night [from the CCRYS leadership training] she said ‘that was really 

intense. I don’t know if I took anything in.’ But she did, you know? From 

talking to her, she had [taken it in] … And this is something I would like 

my daughter or my children to carry on with. 

iii.  Religious Beliefs and Observance 

Religious faith and practice were central features in the lives of many of the young partici-

pants in this study. Three key findings were noted with regard to this. Firstly, religion is a 

key source of support and strength in their lives. The following comment from one young 

person exemplified this view:

Church … again comes down to this idea of community. You are sharing 

something in common, you’re supporting each other’s faith as well and 

also I think the support does not just come from the people but from your 

belief itself. Because I believe in God and I get my strength from knowing 

that he is going to help me (Participant G, focus group 2). 

Secondly, the research found that young people are often located at the intersection of 

different value systems and that their religious backgrounds played a key role in this. It 

was suggested that negotiating these different value systems created tensions and pres-

sures in the young people’s lives. For example, the focus group with community and 

religious leaders occurred shortly after the 2015 Marriage Equality referendum in Ireland. 

It was pointed out by the participants that many people in their communities that were 

affiliated with African Pentecostal Churches were opposed to civil marriage for gay and 

lesbian people. The Methodist minister, for instance, noted that those among the second 

generation that supported a ‘no’ vote were reproached by their peers while those that 

advocated a ‘yes’ faced recrimination from their family or community. He added:

The school [is] educating the child for 20 hours a week. But any good 

African Pentecostal Church, you’re going to have a very high level of 

involvement with it. So there’s this double value formation … [At] my 

school, all the kids did a ‘vote yes’ thing and then in the evening you go to 

a prayer meeting, and it’s ‘vote no’. And it’s the … youth that are … having 

to negotiate [that] (Participant D, focus group 1) 

One of the CCRYS project workers noted the ‘conflictual messages’ which the young 

people were receiving: 

I remember that came out from [one young person during the leadership 

training we did] when she was talking about one of the challenges … 

about becoming an activist and getting projects off the ground. She 

named religious conservatism. But she constantly talks about different 

issues, about LGBT rights and I thought 'this is mad.' She’s probably hear-

ing all of these things [LGBT rights etc.] in school … and then she's prob-

ably hearing other things in other spaces. 

A third finding to emerge in relation to religious observance was its implications for partici-

pation in youth work. One of our focus group participants had established a girls’ group 

within her mosque. However, some other community members were fearful of her efforts 

to introduce structured youth activities. Their objections appeared to centre on a fear that 

involvement in youth activities might dilute or detract from the young people’s understand-

ing and practice of Islam. According to a parent of one of the girls:

[The young people] all want activities, they all want activities. But [some 

of] the older women – the mothers maybe - have objections. It’s a conflict 

of culture … between generations … [The young people are] going to 

non-Muslim schools. You know your environment influences you. And 

they’re still young as well you have to remember. They’re not fully under-

standing Islam … The older generations understand Islam better. And 

there’s kind of a conflict there. 

She mentioned that anyone working with Muslim youth would need to be very aware of ‘the 

needs of the Muslim child’, including, for instance, the prohibition of ‘free-mixing’, that is, 

socialising between young men and women. She further noted that the presence of youth 

workers from the Muslim religion would be of great benefit in allaying parental and com-

munity fears.

iv.  Leadership and Civic/Political Participation 

The research found that some of the young women wished to be involved in issue-based 

work. This was particularly apparent among the young African women who were already 

affiliated with a migrant women’s rights organisation. As one of them said, ‘we’re literally 

dying of ideas to improve our community or improve the nation.’ The young women’s 

responses reflected their concern with migrant-specific inequalities.

According to one participant:

We are migrant women in this country and we — I believe almost half of 

us here —have gone through … a bit of discrimination here and there, 

racism here and there and obviously it wouldn’t be an easy task changing 

that, but it would be great seeing us improving on that (Participant F, 

focus group 2). 

However, they also expressed a desire to be involved in issues affecting young people in 

Ireland generally. For example, when discussing her perceptions of the Irish education 

system, another participant noted that: 

[M]any [young] people feel like ‘I can’t get in [to college] anyways and I’m 

not going to strive for it.’ … Even the Irish kids themselves, they end up at 

a place of ‘I can just get a FETAC [course] and get a work’ and … it’s 

really not good, it limits the mind … So I would definitely change the 

educational system to such a way that it can accommodate everybody in 

their different ways to strive for a better education, a better future 

because at the end of the day it brings out a better country (Participant J, 

focus group 2). 

Some of the participants demonstrated significant potential for youth leadership. One 

young person recalled how: 

We were sitting in Stephen’s Green yesterday after [a] … conference 

talking about different issues and it was so empowering and so motivat-

ing … We talked about real issues that were happening and they got to a 

point of even coming up with solutions and making connections between 

different things (Participant I, focus group 2). 

The potential for leadership and an interest in issues facing young people among migrant 

young people was also evident during discussions at the youth leadership training deliv-

ered by the CCRYS intercultural youth project. The participants in this training were from 

a range of ethnic minority backgrounds. One of the CCRYS project workers noted:

LGBT stuff came out during the training mainly through the Muslim girls 

that wear the veil. They were actually really, really concerned that their 

LGBT peers wouldn't be supported. It was really Interesting. All of them 

mentioned LGBT as an issue that they felt really strongly about

 v. Racism and Exclusion 

A key issue to emerge from across the all interviews and focus groups was the degree to 

which racism had become a ‘normal’ feature of young people’s lives. The research also 

found that, while friendships with young ‘Irish’ people had been formed, young people 

also experienced exclusion among their peers. 

Participants discussed misrepresentations of and racist attitudes towards both Muslims 

and black Africans. These had a significant impact on the young people whose respons-

es ranged from frustration to a deep sense of hurt. Some participants were frustrated by 

ignorance, misinformation or generalisations about Africa. According to one young 

person: 

I’ve lived in Africa. It’s not just bushes and forests and everything. Things 

happen in Africa. Beautiful things. But then again the way the Irish people 

ask is from the perception that they’ve been given. ‘Oh it’s just poverty. 

The people there are just struggling.’ All this kind of stuff. And they 

wouldn’t really know our cultures and the way we act to certain things 

(Participant K, focus group 2).

Another young person who had migrated to Ireland as a young adult recalled a conversa-

tion she had had with her younger brother who was born in Ireland. 

When I came to this country, my little brother asked me a question … ‘Do 

you sleep on a bed in Africa?’ And I said ‘hold on little brother. Why do 

you ask this question?’ And he was like ‘because our teacher was talking 

to us about Africa and he was saying literally that in Africa most people 

live in the bush, they don’t sleep on beds, they don’t have telly … like 

they’re struggling in Africa.’ And I said to him ‘Baby, when you go to 

school tomorrow, you tell teacher Africans are humans. They have a bed, 

they have telly’ (Participant F, focus group 2)

The following quotation from one young person typified the view among the Muslim girls 

that they were constantly judged on the basis of crimes committed in the name of Islam:

 

Sometimes, in the news they judge a whole community based on 10 

people and … that’s why people mostly when they see Muslims they think 

… ‘these people don’t give education to girls, they’re just bad, they do 

bombs, and 9/11 and stuff.’ They don’t think about the other good stuff we 

do (Participant P, focus group 3). 

Similarly, her friend commented that:

If they said something in the news that’s bad about Muslims, it does not 

mean I’m one of them. Maybe I’ve got other thinking. Maybe … they’re 

thinking they want to kill people, I’m not like that ... Islam is all about 

peace and loving people (Participant M, focus group 3).

Experiences of racism emerged too in the accounts of the young African women. One 

participant described the emotional and exclusionary effects of racist discourses about 

black Africans: 

Because most people think you just came from Africa and then started 

taking things from us, benefits, job-wise and other stuff. So I feel like a 

gold-digger (Participant F, focus group 2). 

In a similar vein, another young person noted:

Even sometimes I’m scared to go into ... the social welfare offices 

because I see all these eyes around me. I can’t wait to finish college and 

get myself a job so I don’t have to go back in there. It’s so scary. You go 

in there and you feel like ’oh my days, they’re all looking at me.’ I feel like 

I shouldn’t be here (Participant K, focus group 2).

The wounding effects of online racism and its consequences for migrants’ participation 

and sense of belonging in Irish society were also mentioned by a number of research 

participants. For one young person:

I feel if I read stuff in the media, if someone writes an article about 

migrants or stuff like that, the kind of comments from people - literally 

when I read them I feel, well these are people, this is society, that’s what 

they’re saying about migrants in the country. And when you read them, 

they are really, really horrible. It feels like ‘I should just hide in my room. I 

shouldn’t come out’… They smile but just pretending, but not letting some-

one fully in. Because what they write in the media and stuff like that isn’t 

really good, isn’t positive about migrants (Participant K, focus group 2).

In addition to general racist attitudes, participants also noted instances of bullying or 

exclusion by their peers which they believed were related to their Muslim identity, though 

it is important to emphasise that some participants also spoke of their Irish classmates 

being their ‘bestos’ [best friends]. One of them recalled:

Like in my class on the first day, one of the girls she didn’t really like me 

because I was wearing a scarf but then even like when I was writing with 

a pencil, I asked her did she want to write with it, and she was like ‘no, I 

won’t touch that’. And I was like ‘ok that’s your decision. What are you 

going to write with?’ And then in the school years, we’re actually like best 

pals now, literally. She just like knows me now. She just thought I was bad 

or something (Participant P, focus group 3). 

Another participant said:

Well I get bullied because I’m Muslim and I still do … I told my teacher 

and then she apologised to me and then she’s really nice to me. But then 

these girls these days, they’re not that nice to me. I’m actually not really 

sure why they’re not nice to me maybe because of the colour of my skin 

or something. But they like everybody else in the class and they don’t like 

me mostly. When people have birthday parties, this girl she had a birth-

day party and she invited the whole class except me (Participant Q, focus 

group 3). 

A further manifestation of racism and exclusion highlighted in the research were the phys-

ical threats or racist encounters from strangers in public experienced by some of the 

young people. These encounters took a highly gendered form particularly as they related 

to stereotypes about black women’s sexuality. One young person recalled:

On the buses I’ve had experience where these guys are like ‘come marry 

me, I’ll give you a green card’ and all this … And older guys as well …on 

the streets sometimes. I don’t think they would say the same thing to a 

young Irish person … I look like a kid! I could have been any age, coming 

up to you and being like ‘Hey, do you want to sleep with me tonight?’, like 

propositioning you … I’ve had a friend who was asked if she’s a prostitute 

(Participant I, focus group 2). 

A fellow participant responded that this had happened to her also: 

I was just innocently standing at a bus stop and someone said ‘do you 

want to come with me?’ I said ‘where?’ ‘I will pay you good’. I mean I really 

felt like ‘what do you take me for? You really think I’m just standing here 

waiting for you to ask me if you will pay me well’ (Participant H, focus 

group 2). 

The threat to young people’s safety and bodily integrity as a consequence of racism was 

also named by the CCRYS project workers. This, it was felt, had implications for youth 

work: 

When we did the training with the young people ... the sense that I got 

was they really, really want to get involved in stuff but there's an issue of 

safety. Really they don't feel safe in a lot of the spaces that are offered for 

them. In terms of the youth services, geographically again, we're talking 

about youth projects that are in areas that are pretty difficult, so the 

services that can provide a service to these young people or that are 

equipped to do it are not in areas that actually are safe enough for these 

young people to access. 

According to her colleague:

If you unpack the issues that young women are coming up against, 

there's mad stuff all together. If you're talking about the young women in 

the [mosque] ... if you can get to a conversation of their experience of 

living in the area, or areas like it, lots of stuff is coming up around how safe 

they feel on the streets, around … racist incidents, getting their hijabs 

pulled off them, being spat at, all that kind of stuff. It's so normalised, it's 

mad, crazy, you know? And not having a space to process that and just 

that sense of 'that's just the way it is.’

The parent of a young Muslim girl noted that: 

There is a lot of Islamaphobia going around at the moment. I do fear 

where I send my kids. I have to have different nationalities in that group to 

feel that my kids are going to be safe. If it’s just an all-Irish place, I’m not 

comfortable … I’m not comfortable, because they will always come back 

and say ‘So-and-so said this. So-and-so said that’ … I mean I’m not 

saying I want every single box to be ticked, even if it was just [a] multi-cul-

tural [group], I would be quite happy. 

Her responses also highlighted how her daughter’s agency and ‘voice’ were constrained 

by macro social policy concerning Muslims beyond Ireland, in this case the so-called 

‘Preventing Violent Extremism’   agenda in the UK. She explained that she liked to give her 

daughter the tools to respond to misrepresentations of Islam by teachers or peers. Howev-

er, she also cautioned her daughter to ‘be careful what you say [at school]’: 

Because she’s very voiceful. She gives her opinion. I’m also fearful at the 

moment of what’s happening in the UK. The government is asking 

schools to keep an eye on students to see who is extremist, and they 

should be reported and everything. I say to her ‘you have to be careful’. I 

don’t know what the agenda is here.

Finally, young people’s strategies for coping with racism or exclusion were mentioned. 

Both CCRYS workers noted that humour was one way in which young people managed 

their experiences of racism. For instance, young Muslims might humorously take on a 

stereotype as a means of satirising and coping with the association between Islam and 

terrorism:

I see [this use of humour by] young people in lots of different ways. It’s 

putting [the stereotype] out there and [saying] ‘I’ll get there before you do, 

you know?’ ‘This is who I am. And I know what you think. And [I] can laugh 

at it.’

It was further suggested that young people might ‘self-exclude’ from mainstream youth 

work or other related ‘white’ spaces in search of better ways of processing their experienc-

es. According to one young person: 

When you see [how] … the media [represent us] … [and]  all the experi-

ences that we’ve had, and you think about going to a predominantly white 

youth centre … with all that baggage, it’s kind of almost easier not to and 

to maybe self-organise … Because all of these things have an effect on 

you. So maybe you think forming a group that’s not [already] there, that’s 

with people who have shared experiences would be easier and more 

helpful (Participant I, focus group 2). 

4.2 The Role of Youth Work
In this section, we consider in turn the implications for youth work of each of the themes 

addressed in the preceding section with reference to relevant literature. We then discuss 

research findings which related specifically to youth work, highlighting its potential but 

also the ongoing challenges which remain with regard to the participation of young people 

from ethnic minority groups.  

i. Migration, Identity and Belonging

Our findings indicate that youth workers working with young people from ethnic minority 

groups may need to be aware of how issues pertaining to their personal and social identity 

affect their sense of belonging and wellbeing. The potential role of youth work in this 

regard was summed up by one of the CCRYS project workers: 

We have a whole generation of young people who are trying to negotiate 

what it feels to be both Muslim and Irish, both black and Irish and I see 

them struggling with this stuff. So that's one side of it. But I also see them 

have all the other stuff that happens to young people – having to deal with 

relationships and broken hearts and having trouble with school and 

clashing with their friends and stuff on the internet and getting into 

trouble. So you have all that … stuff of being a teenager … and then they 

have this extra layer of stuff … For me that's where youth work comes in. 

[It] makes space for young people to make sense of their own social 

reality and help them negotiate this. 

The findings also suggest that youth workers must walk a fine line between offering 

support where necessary while avoiding a situation where young people may feel inap-

propriately singled out (see also ní Laoire, et al, 2011). This work must take place in 

spaces where young people feel safe. Some of the findings - for instance, the comment 

by participant I above -indicate that this may need to happen in identity-specific groups 

or in groups comprising young people with shared exposure to or experience of the 

issue(s) in question. This is in keeping with commonly-held youth work values and 

approaches which are concerned with developing flexible responses to the particular 

needs of young people as they arise. 

ii. Parental and Community Regulation

While all young people face constraints on their personal autonomy, our research found 

evidence that young people from ethnic minorities may be subjected to greater parental 

regulation and community expectation than their ‘Irish’ peers. This suggests that youth 

work may have a role in providing a space for young people to process the sometimes 

conflicting expectations which they may face. It also raises challenges for how the princi-

ple of self-determination — that is ‘the non-directive enabling of young people to make 

decisions and choices in their lives’ (Imam and Bowler, 2010: 144)  — has traditionally 

been understood within youth work practice. For example, some parental involvement in 

activity choices may have to be countenanced in order to facilitate inclusion. 

This theme underscores the advice of previous strategies and guides for intercultural 

youth work (Lynam, 2009; NYCI/Youthnet, 2012) which emphasised that youth workers 

may need to purposively and patiently spend time building up the trust and buy-in of 

parents, guardians and community leaders. It also suggests that youth workers may need 

to be aware of the greater restrictions placed on some young migrants’ free time when 

planning the timing and location of activities.  

iii. Religious Beliefs and Observance

The centrality of religious faith in many young people’s lives carries with it a number of 

implications for youth work. Firstly, it suggests that practitioners need to increase their 

religious literacy. Indeed, there is some evidence of nascent efforts by youth workers to 

achieve this. One youth worker interviewed for the research noted that workers in her 

project who were working with Muslim children and parents in their homework club were 

‘trying to educate themselves [about different religions], so they’ve gotten books that are 

child-friendly around religion.’ 

With regard to young people’s location at the interface between conflicting value systems, 

the findings imply that youth workers may have a role to play in supporting young people 

to discuss and debate different worldviews in a safe and respectful environment. There 

may also be a role for youth work in supporting young people to discuss complex issues 

surrounding individual sexuality which may not be addressed at home. For instance, 

according to one of the migrant community leaders: 

A lot of what is going there are issues … to do with sexuality, and sexual 

identity that you’d find within the African community it’s a no-go area. 

People assume there are no gay people or … whatever … You cannot 

lead them … but you need to create space where the conversations can 

be had (Participant A, focus group 1).

Changes to youth work practice may also be required in order to accommodate the religi-

osity within many ethnic minority families. For example, our research found evidence of 

how one youth project within the Canal Communities area managed, after some difficul-

ties, to accommodate the needs of the Muslim children in relation to Halal food. 

With regard to young Muslim women specifically, the research indicates that youth work-

ers must find ways of accommodating the parental regulation which they may face, while 

avoiding stereotypes of young Muslim women as passive or without a voice (see McGarry, 

2012). It is also important not to create the impression that religious observance should or 

could inevitably exclude them from youth work. Up to 18 young girls from one Dublin 

mosque engaged with the CCRYS intercultural youth project during its lifetime. For two or 

three of these young people, their participation was confined to activities within the 

mosque. For most of the others, their participation was permitted in youth activities outside 

the mosque where relationships of trust had been established with those carrying them 

out and if one of the Muslim volunteers was also present. One of the CCRYS intercultural 

youth project workers expressed the view that with more time, they could have deepened 

the relationship of trust with Muslim parents and religious leaders to a point where more 

young women could access activities without the involvement of parents or adult mem-

bers of the Muslim community. This also underlines the importance of involving workers 

and volunteers from ethnic minority communities in youth work. 

In order to widen the participation of young Muslim women in youth work, however, the 

provision of youth work to gender-specific groups will have to be considered (see also 

McGarry, 2012; for an opposing perspective, see Cressey, 2006). Failure to offer a dedi-

cated space to young Muslim women will result in their exclusion. There is considerable 

precedent for gender-specific groups within youth work. These have been undertaken 

with members of the Traveller Community and in relation to matters such as sexual health 

(NYCI, 2012). Gender-specific youth work has long been regarded as a means of 

addressing the specific needs of young women and of mitigating young women’s margin-

alisation within youth work spaces (Hanbury, Lee and Batsleer, 2010). 

Finally, in highlighting this theme, we also suggest that, as practitioners, we avoid a binary 

understanding of the differences between Muslim and non-Muslim/Christian and 

non-Christian value systems and remember that religious and cultural communities are 

complex, heterogeneous and dynamic. As we have seen, differing interpretations of 

religious doctrine and cultural practices — such as the prohibition on ‘free-mixing’ (mixed 

activities between male and female) or attitudes to young women’s sporting activities 

—are evident among adherents of the same faith.

iv. Leadership and Civic/Political Participation

Many of our findings challenge stereotypes of young migrants as passively ‘in need’ of 

integration (see ní Laoire et al, 2011). This is particularly in evidence in the findings relat-

ing to young people’s leadership and desire to activate social change. While we cannot 

make any claims as to the typicality of these young people’s perspectives, such findings 

appear highly relevant to youth work given its central concern with enabling young 

people’s voice. Furthermore, it is significant that the young African women had self-organ-

ised as a group, with the support of the migrant women’s organisation and of CCRYS itself. 

This indicates a possible role for youth workers and other trusted allies in enabling young 

migrants’ self-organisation where such a need exists.  

v. Racism and Exclusion

Our research confirms the findings of previous research in relation to the prevalence of 

racism in young migrants’ lives (see also Gilligan et al, 2010; ní Laoire, 2011; Szlovák and 

Szewczyk, 2015). This theme has a number of important consequences for youth work.

 

Firstly, a meaningful youth work relationship may help young people to process their expe-

riences of racism, experiences which are multi-faceted and gendered. Secondly, critical, 

open, non-judgemental conversations of the type advocated by Thomas and Henri (2011) 

are crucial to supporting young people to address their racist views. Youth work’s capaci-

ty for creative, flexible approaches is relevant in this regard.  For example, one youth 

worker described her project’s use of ‘Theatre of the Oppressed’ methodology with young 

people as a means of initiating what Thomas (2002: 60) calls ‘conversations with a 

purpose’ in relation to matters of social injustice. Nonetheless, deeply held racist attitudes 

among some of the young people attending some youth services are clearly a problem to 

which there is no easy solution. Thomas and Henri (2011) who have worked with young 

white people within communities characterised by deep racial divisions in northern 

England have suggested that opportunities for cross-community interaction on a planned 

and sustained basis can make a difference here. Where young people cannot attend 

youth services due to fears of racism and personal safety or who ‘self-exclude’ in the 

manner described by some of our young participants, there is an imperative that alterna-

tive spaces for flexible, youth-centred support are identified and resourced. All these 

steps may depend on youth organisations building greater fluency around racism and 

diversity issues.

 vi. Barriers to Accessing Youth Work

In addition to the findings set out above, the research identified a number of barriers to the 

participation in youth work by young people from ethnic minorities. These relate to how 

youth work is often structured and resourced. 

Firstly, constraints associated with the geographical boundaries of youth organisation’s 

catchment areas were noted. It was suggested by the CCRYS intercultural youth project 

workers that many young people from ethnic minorities are congregating in spaces, such 

as their mosque, which are outside the areas in which they live. This means that they are 

less likely to access youth work services in the areas where they reside.  

Secondly and relatedly, the sort of outreach which is traditionally undertaken by youth 

services, for instance, through street work or in social housing estates, does not enable 

contact with young people who are congregating in different sorts of spaces, such as 

mosques. This can render them invisible to youth services.  

Thirdly, although we have mentioned matters of ethnic identity, the question of social class 

is also relevant to our study. Youth work in some areas has been built up over many years 

to respond to the needs of young people deemed ‘at risk’ due to their specific experiences 

of class-based exclusion and inequality.   Such youth services may use models of practice 

which are focused on the issues facing young people ‘at risk’ of involvement in addiction 

or crime. It was suggested that these issues may not be as relevant to many young people 

from ethnic minority communities. According to one youth worker for instance:  

Young people come here when their needs are not being met. Their risk 

level is very different. Drug use is quite serious here and young people 

quite young are getting involved in running and taking drugs, particularly 

smoking grass and I mean from 9, 10 years of age, very young. I don’t see 

Muslim children getting involved in that kind of activity. 

Finally, a shortage of resources placed significant pressure on youth organisations and 

undermined their capacity to keep the issue of intercultural youth work consistently on 

their agenda. According to one youth worker, for example:

We are down to the wire here and I’m really not just moaning saying that, 

we genuinely are. There’s a lot of stuff we’ve had to just drop because we 

just can’t manage it. And I’m really trying to be careful that people don’t 

do over their hours. Because you can get burned out very easily. 

Her colleague in another youth project expressed the view that

When things get very busy we revert to type. We go back to ... what we 

are supposed to do – all about those [young people] most at risk that 

present in that chaotic way … so it can be very easy to put [efforts to 

include ethnic minority young people] by the wayside … because there is 

so much [else to do] … You have to have that passion within you, you 

have to have that want within you [to do additional work to reach ethnic 

minority young people]. It’s not as if you’re going to have nothing [else] to 

do. So someone has to come and say – and from up high, our funders – 

that this is an issue, this is something that we want you to look at.

One of the CCRYS project workers expressed the view that:  

Youth projects, from what I can see, that engage with more diverse young 

people - in the sense of class - seem to find it easier to attract young 

people from ethnic minority communities … I think it might be linked to 

resources. Projects that are stripped to the bare bones [often] concen-

trate on firefighting with the most ‘at risk’ young people and this can 

create youth work spaces that are inaccessible or tough for minority 

ethnic young people. 

vii. The Potential of Youth Work 

Although we have highlighted barriers within youth work, our research also illuminated its 

relevance and the potential it offers for including young people from ethnic minority 

groups and for addressing some of their needs. Firstly, despite the constraints they faced, 

there was evidence of a ‘buy-in’ from youth services to the principle of inclusive youth 

work. According to one youth worker for example:

I was a very loud voice in team meetings that we don’t need to change 

any strategy [to include more young people from ethnic minorities], that 

young people are young people and the door is always open, it’s all about 

voluntary participation. If they want to come, we’ll sort it out then and 

integrate. I still have part of those views. But with [CCRYS intercultural 

youth project worker] arriving and some of the conversations with her … 

it just let me know that it’s just not that simple. In a way that was a bit of a 

cop-out … you have to make that effort. You have to make it appealing in 

some way, shape or form.

One of the youth projects in the area had succeeded in including young people from a 

range of ethnic minority backgrounds in mainstream youth work activities. Another project 

had not succeeded in attracting many teenagers from ethnic minority communities but it 

had a significant numbers of Muslim children in its homework club. She recalled:

[We] would always encourage in the homework clubs that parents would 

go along to trips and different things. So the Muslim women just took it up 

really quickly. I’ve often seen them bringing in food and everything to the 

homework clubs. Particularly in the summer project they were making 

sweets that they make and the kids were all loving them. And it was 

getting to a point last summer where the kids were putting orders in, 

saying ‘will you bring sweets to this trip?’ And it was all really nice. And it 

was a really nice way to integrate the kids in and the parents in, and I 

suppose to try and tackle the whole racism issue, but in a normal way. 

 

Secondly, youth work’s flexibility and its capacity to engage young people and foster 

cross-community interaction in creative ways also emerged. A youth worker recalled a 

project organised in collaboration with the CCRYS intercultural youth project:

The graffiti around Fatima… was a project that we did with two artists 

[who] came over from England. One was Muslim and one was 

English-Irish so we did graffiti on the pitch around there. It was basically 

of the flats and a butterfly emerging [to symbolise] the whole regeneration 

[process] because the Muslim symbols are very similar to the old Celtic 

symbols so that was put onto it as well. So that and the fact that one of the 

artists was Muslim, the young people were asking a lot of questions about 

stuff that they’re just curious about, that they don’t understand. And we 

[youth workers] were as well because there’s loads I obviously don’t know 

… And the young people, because they were able to talk to him and he 

was a graffiti artist, so he was cool and they were asking him loads of 

questions and he was very honest … So that was really good. 

Thirdly, youth work offers a means where young people can simply be ‘young’ without the 

label of ‘migrant’. For instance, one young person recalled her participation in Foróige’s 

‘Big Brother, Big Sister’ mentoring programme:

I loved [it] because there wasn’t really anything about me being from a 

migrant background. It was about me being a role model for another 

young person growing up in my school and stuff like that (Participant G, 

focus group 2).
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As mentioned in our introduction, Canal Communities Regional Youth Service established 

its intercultural youth project as a means of sustaining and mainstreaming intercultural 

work within its affiliated youth projects. The project built on previous work that the CCRYS 

had undertaken with Canal Communities Intercultural Centre (which closed in XXX) and 

work by Canal Communities Partnership. CCRYS’s intercultural youth project was housed 

within Bluebell Youth Project from where it operated — although, significantly, its develop-

ment worker based herself one day per week in each of the other two youth projects in the 

area. In what follows, we briefly discuss those aspects of the project’s work that were work 

that were successful before turning to a discussion of challenges experienced in this 

regard. 

5.1 CCRYS Intercultural Youth Project:
What Worked Well?
i. Support for Working with Young People in ‘Non-Traditional’ Youth Work Spaces 

Existing strategies to support intercultural youth work encourage youth workers to devel-

op ‘positive relationships with minority ethnic communities’ (Foróige, 2008: 44). This was 

a crucial aspect of CCRYS intercultural youth project’s work. Significantly, this involved 

responding to a desire on the part of young people to participate in structured leisure and 

developmental activities but who, for reasons relating to a lack of information, a desire for 

more autonomous spaces, cultural beliefs or religious doctrine or for reasons of safety 

were not accessing mainstream youth services. Hence, the project provided both infor-

mation and support to ethnic minority leaders in responding to the needs of their youth 

and, significantly, undertook direct youth work with the young people, albeit on an ad hoc 

basis. 

Crucial to this work was the time that had been devoted to outreach and to establishing 

relationships over the course of the lifetime of the Canal Communities Intercultural Centre, 

a partner organisation within the area within which one of project’s employees had previ-

ously worked. The fact that one of the workers was also a migrant, a Muslim and spoke 

Arabic was also significant in developing relationships. Also of importance were the work-

ers’ involvement in anti-racist activism and other voluntary work with migrant organisations 

which meant that trust was established with other organisations with relative ease. 

 

The fruits of the project’s outreach work were evident in the relationship between the 

project and members of a nearby Dublin mosque. One of the CCRYS project workers 

came to know a volunteer with the mosque who was attempting to introduce activities for 

young women. The project worker described the origins of the relationship: 

There's a volunteer [in the mosque] who had just started a tea party for 

young women and she asked us to come in and meet the young women. 

So I went in and I met the young women and thought 'oh my God, they're 

deadly! They're really cool and they're looking for something.’ And that 

sense that here they are, they're actually in the mosque. And we're walk-

ing around asking why they weren't on the streets. But they are some-

where.

She went on to explain the nature of CCRYS intercultural youth project’s relationship with 

the group:

At different points we've gone down to do different things … So we had a 

couple of different interventions using community arts. And I would have 

gone down and done planning and preparation with the girls. When 

they're having their own stuff going on in the mosque, sometimes [the 

volunteer] would just say to me 'will you pop down and see the girls? 

They'd love to see you.’

She elaborated upon the nature of the support that she provided:

So I just get on great with [this volunteer] … She is trying to get things off 

the ground for young women … So if she says to me 'I don't know what to 

do' and if I know something then I'll try and go down and help them out as 

well. Usually when they have a tea party I'll facilitate one or two activities 

… Sometimes they'll call and say 'we've got this coming up on Saturday 

and we don't know what to do.’ So it's all very informal … [Over Christ-

mas], I had to call down … for something else but of course she got me to 

sit down, told me all about [her] plan [to go to Funderland]. She showed 

me their consent forms. ‘What did I think? How should they do it? What 

kind of activity? What about the ratios?’ … She’s mad looking for support 

and they want to do it the best way they can. 

The volunteer herself gave her perspective:

I was taking care of the ladies and I can see by my eyes the problem with 

the girls, inside the mosque, they don’t have anything to do … That’s why 

I tried to make the group. I started for two years now. My group [is] 

around maybe from 9 years old to 18 years old … Starting … to do some 

fun, like tea party or something like this. And each time I’m bringing 

somebody who can teach them something, like art, like jewellery maker, 

like anything to make them interested, so they can stay and meet as a 

group (Participant B, focus group 1). 

The enjoyment that the young women derived from the activities with CCRYS was evident 

during our discussions with the young Muslim women, at which the CCRYS project worker 

was present: 

Participant P: I really like the way that we done the spray-paint [activity]

Participant Q: [to the CCRYS worker] We’re really going to miss you. [To 

the others] She’s leaving.

Participant P: Well we might do another thing, mightn’t we?

CCRYS project worker: Well there’s talk of a project extension, which 

would mean that I would be back probably for two and a half or three 

months. 

Participant Q: Yay!

CCRYS project worker: But we’re still waiting to see. They’ve said we’re 

getting a project extension, but we still haven’t got the money for the 

project yet …

Participant X:  Yeah but what money do you use? Just bring yourself and 

come!

Participant P: You use it for the paints and all that stuff.

On the other hand, although work of this nature was a key part of the CCRYS project’s 

work and had a positive impact on the young women’s lives, it was clear that the volunteer 

at the mosque and the girls with whom she worked needed more support than the CCRYS 

intercultural project had the capacity to provide. According to the volunteer: 

Actually I work with [CCRYS project worker], she’s very good helper, but 

I need more … more ideas, more project, because you know we need it 

and I not have any contact, just only [CCRYS] but I know she [has other 

commitments too]. I prefer to have more activity, but I don’t have anything 

without help … I need more. My girls need more (Participant B, focus 

group 1)

Similarly, the CCRYS project worker said:

I'm seeing from the young people that they want to be involved in 

services and they want to be involved in activities … [The volunteer at the 

mosque] is supporting people on kind of a one-to-one level but they really 

want structured stuff. They’d love to have a weekly group. They’d love to 

have a space to tease out all [their] stuff.

An organisation providing football training to young Muslim girls also solicited support 

from CCRYS. According to the other CCRYS project worker: 

[Youth sports organisation] are just amazing … but [its director] felt 

straight away that they needed more than training. And straight away he 

put in a personal development space for them. And that's where I actually 

came in and facilitated some of that space for them.

In addition to its work with the Muslim community, the intercultural youth project also 

engaged with organisations working with young Africans. One of the migrant community 

leaders recalled that: 

I knew [CCRYS project worker] and [she] would talk to [my colleague] 

about young people and she told me we should meet to talk about youth 

because of this project. So I went there and they gave me three hours, 

two hours and a half intense class on organising youth activities, which 

was very, very helpful (Participant C, focus group 1).  

Much of this work involved going beyond what the CCRYS project workers described as 

the ‘geographical model’ of youth work provision. This was a reference to the fact that, 

typically, youth work services are organised along area-specific lines. The project felt the 

need to respond to requests for support from organisations outside the Canal Communi-

ties area. These spaces ranged from a mosque, to the Phoenix Park where the Muslim 

girls played football, to migrant organisations located in Dublin’s city centre. According to 

one of the project workers:

We made a judgement and we actually just said 'you know what, we don't 

have a lot of time, we're hearing stuff from young people that are willing 

to talk to us, so even if they don't live in the area, let's listen to them and 

hear what they have to say.’ 

She went on to say:

We have access to a cohort of young people who would be willing to tell 

us why they feel they can't engage with youth services. So as long as we 

can hear the message why they're not engaging, that might actually be 

able to help us then give the youth projects locally the tools to engage 

with the young people in their own locality. 

ii. Brokering and Building Relationships 

Over the course of its lifetime, the intercultural youth project managed to create connec-

tions between young people and youth workers within youth services and young people 

from ethnic minority communities that were not involved in youth work. This was primarily 

achieved by means of collaborative projects on activities of common interest. Though 

questions remain as to the sustainability of these projects due to the ending of the project 

and capacity issues within youth services themselves, the findings do point to some 

potential in this regard. The graffiti project described by one of the youth workers above 

is one such example. The potential of such initiatives was also evident in the football activ-

ities organised by the Canal Communities Intercultural Centre (CCIC), an organisation 

which preceded the establishment of the intercultural youth project but which worked 

closely with local youth projects. One of the project workers interviewed for the research 

was employed by CCIC. She explained: 

We've run an intercultural football tournament maybe two to three times a 

year [over] three years and the first one was 'Goals for Gaza' and we were 

raising funds for a crèche in Gaza. That was community-wide, it was very 

successful and there was a great appetite for it … We realised if we use 

football and we use sport we can actually reach a whole cohort of young 

people who we haven't been able to reach with intercultural projects 

before. So with [the next project] ‘Global Goals’ we've done seven or 

eight tournaments … overall … For me it's like 'woah, this is great' 

because we can't get them to come in for anti-racism projects but they'll 

come and play football and they'll have the dinner afterwards and they'll 

do a penalty shoot-out with some fella they don't know because he looks 

like he can play. It's really good stuff. 

iii. Direct Support to Local Youth Services

In addition to fostering contact between different organisations, CCRYS intercultural youth 

project also worked to support youth organisations to increase the participation of ethnic 

minority young people in their activities. Though this work was challenged by the short 

timescale of the project, it was a hugely important feature of its work. As with other 

aspects of the project’s activities, the process was enabled and enhanced by the fact that 

one of the project workers had already established a relationship with youth services 

during her employment with CCIC and with Canal Communities Partnership and the fact 

that both project workers were experienced youth workers. 

 

The support which the project provided took a number of forms including the direct 

resourcing of youth work, such as the employment of artists to work with young people on 

intercultural issues; initiating collaborative projects described above; problem-solving 

and practical advice and information. When Muslim children began to use one youth 

project’s homework club, for example, CCRYS held two sessions with its workers and 

designed three programmes on the project’s behalf. One youth worker described her 

experience of this support as follows:

You could talk very openly to [CCRYS project worker]. I can say ‘I don’t 

understand this, it just seems mad to me, I just don’t get it’ and she’d be 

able to explain or find out. And likewise because she’s Irish she under-

stood the complexities for us as well –So we were really having very good 

conversations. 

Another youth worker suggested that: 

[CCRYS project worker] is very knowledgeable about all that type of 

[cultural competency] stuff. It’s great to have somebody who you just go 

to and bounce questions off, someone who you know you’re going to see 

every Wednesday. You definitely miss it when it’s gone. We do need that 

type of presence. [She] made it her business to be involved and it’s hard 

to describe what impact that she would have had, but just the fact that 

she’s there and just the fact that contact is there, you can talk to her about 

it, that’s just priceless.

Significantly, while this youth worker was demonstrably committed to inclusive youth work 

practice with young people from all ethnic backgrounds, for him, one of the most signifi-

cant contributions of the intercultural youth project’s presence was helping to keep the 

question of intercultural youth work on his agenda and on that of his organisation:

She’s great to have around and she’s really good at getting … me to [be] 

more aware. There’s definitely more of an awareness. There wasn’t 

enough of her.

The fact that the CCRYS workers were experienced youth workers aided the process of 

securing youth organisational buy-in to such activities. According to one of its project 

workers: 

The two of us were very, very aware of the resources and structures in the 

youth services. And as far as possible [we would] pay for the transport or 

food, have everything. [We] had to do a whole logic model for them … But 

… I know myself as a youth worker when I didn't have time to do other stuff 

and I was fire-fighting and [if] a project came and said 'I'm taking care of 

all of this,’ I was like 'I'm in.’

5.2 CCRYS Intercultural Youth Project:
What Were the Challenges? 
i. Resources and Continuity of Engagement 

The primary challenge experienced by CCRYS intercultural youth project related to the 

time-bound nature of the project and to funding cuts within youth services themselves. 

This meant that it did not always manage to have continuity of engagement with youth 

organisations in the area. In a short period of time, at least two full-time and one part-time 

posts were lost in one youth project due to funding issues. These members of staff had 

been hugely supportive of the relationship with the intercultural project and progress 

stalled following their departure. According to one youth worker: 

Only a couple of months ago we were really having good conversations 

around how to move the whole thing forward, and how to link in with the 

mosque and … that idea of doing different pieces of work and then bring-

ing the groups together and starting with small groups and trying to 

understand each other with young people that were up for it … But with 

everything, with funding and with cuts to the [project], it wasn’t feasible.

We have also seen how a CCRYS project worker was limited in how much support she 

could provide to the young Muslim women and their leader. The closure of the project has 

also meant that its support to migrant organisations has ceased, though its workers contin-

ue to provide some ad hoc support in a voluntary capacity. Given the degree to which the 

project acted as a bridge between different organisations and communities and given that 

its work helped keep intercultural youth work on the agenda of local organisations, its loss 

before the work was more embedded represents a significant barrier to furthering inclu-

sive youth work. 

Our findings confirm the continued relevance of the youth work strategies previously men-

tioned (Foróige, 2008; Lynam, 2009) in guiding youth organisations in the area of intercul-

tural youth work. Some of our recommendations below, in particular our view that intercul-

tural youth work needs to be a conscious and purposive part of practice, echo the 

concerns of such resources. Our research has also highlighted a number of issues, such 

as identity, religious/cultural value systems or parental expectations, which were not 

centrally addressed in detail in previous strategies but which are directly relevant to youth 

work. 

Our findings highlight the potential of youth work, showing for instance, that standard 

youth work methods such as art and sport can offer ways of fostering cross-community 

interaction and understanding. Such activities, however, are greatly enhanced if they can 

be part of a sustained form of engagement. 

This research also suggests that fostering youth work with young people from ethnic 

minorities may require a re-evaluation of the term ‘at risk’ within the context of youth work. 

Assuming the term continues to have salience - and we recognise its problematic nature 

- it may need to be expanded to recognise the ‘risk’ associated with experiences of racism 

and exclusion and with other challenges faced by young people from ethnic minority com-

munities. Crucially, this research demonstrates that young people from ethnic minorities 

may have complex needs relating to their sense of identity and their sense of belonging 

to Irish society. These needs can affect their participation in youth work. However, youth 

work can play a role in supporting young people in navigating such issues. 

The research further illustrates that young people from ethnic minority groups, in particu-

lar young women, may be more ‘hidden’ than Irish teenagers and that their needs may be 

best addressed within gender- or identity-specific groups. This suggests that an 

‘open-door’ policy is not sufficient to support the inclusion of such young people. The 

research also indicates that youth work with some young migrants may need to happen in 

spaces other than mainstream youth services and in ways which go beyond existing 

geographical boundaries. 

The research confirms that outreach, relationship-building and partnerships with ethnic 

minority communities and organisations remain crucial. Building the trust of parents and 

community leaders may take time. It further indicates that while cultural and religion are 

hugely important influences on young people’s lives and needs to be taken on board in 

terms of youth work planning, they do not determine all behaviour, attitudes or difference. 

The experience of CCRYS intercultural youth project and its partner youth organisations 

also suggests that while equality/anti-racist policies and training remain critical, 

‘on-the-ground’ trial and error is a key source of learning. It further demonstrates that 

having a specific project or worker dedicated to integrating young people from ethnic 

minority communities can help catalyse relationships between different organisations and 

keep intercultural youth work ‘on the agenda’.  

Finally, while this report has emphasised the position of ethnic minority young people, we 

also argue that inclusive youth work can assist young people within the ethnic majority to 

relate to the culturally diverse society in which they are growing up. 

Below, we offer some suggestions for practice based upon these findings and conclu-

sions. Each of these recommendations is offered with the caveat that there is no one ‘blue-

print’ for youth work whatever the cohort it seeks to include. 

Youth organisations/workers should:

•    Acknowledge that the inclusion of young people from ethnic minorities needs to be a 

conscious and purposive part of youth work;

•    Recognise that young people from ethnic minorities often balance a complex set of 

demands and  may need support in coping with the sometimes competing expecta-

tions on them; 

•   Support young people to feel a sense of belonging and to navigate their complex 

personal and social identities; 

•    Support young people to explore the differing value systems in which they are located; 

•    Validate young people’s experiences of racism, support young people to process its 

painful effects but also provide a framework for young people to understand and chal-

lenge racism safely;

•  Build fluency around racism and diversity in order that organisations are better 

equipped to support minority inclusion in youth work;

•    Foster critical conversations on the theme of racism with all their young people to help 

to address racist attitudes;

•    Where necessary, support young people at risk of racist abuse to travel safely to their 

projects;

•    Re-examine a traditional preference for starting work with young people from minority 

ethnic communities in integrated youth work spaces; instead youth work responses 

should be led by what the young people want and need to feel safe and included. This 

may mean establishing single-identity/gender-specific groups;

•    Develop greater religious literacy;

•    Work to diversify their staff and volunteer base; 

•    Develop relationships of trust with parents and leaders from ethnic minority communi-

ties; 

•    Where appropriate, support young people to self-organise and take action on issues 

which concern them;

•     Recognise that young people may feel uncomfortable with activities which single them 

out on the basis of their migrant/ethnic minority status or which require them to be 

‘representative’ of a particular country or culture;

•    Evaluate the efficacy of their outreach strategies to ensure that ethnic minority young 

people are not being inadvertently excluded;

•    Examine norms and cultural practices within their organisations and evaluate whether 

these may be difficult for young people from ethnic minority communities to navigate.

Youth organisations and funders should:

•    Acknowledge that funding cuts to youth work can lead to ‘fire-fighting’ and reduce the 

capacity for furthering inclusive practice;

•    Recognise the efficacy of a dedicated project or worker in supporting youth work with 

young people from ethnic minorities and allocate resources accordingly; 

•    Explore ways of replicating or adapting the model spearheaded by CCRYS intercultur-

al youth project on a regional basis and in a manner which suits local needs.  
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As mentioned in our introduction, Canal Communities Regional Youth Service established 

its intercultural youth project as a means of sustaining and mainstreaming intercultural 

work within its affiliated youth projects. The project built on previous work that the CCRYS 

had undertaken with Canal Communities Intercultural Centre (which closed in XXX) and 

work by Canal Communities Partnership. CCRYS’s intercultural youth project was housed 

within Bluebell Youth Project from where it operated — although, significantly, its develop-

ment worker based herself one day per week in each of the other two youth projects in the 

area. In what follows, we briefly discuss those aspects of the project’s work that were work 

that were successful before turning to a discussion of challenges experienced in this 

regard. 

5.1 CCRYS Intercultural Youth Project:
What Worked Well?
i. Support for Working with Young People in ‘Non-Traditional’ Youth Work Spaces 

Existing strategies to support intercultural youth work encourage youth workers to devel-

op ‘positive relationships with minority ethnic communities’ (Foróige, 2008: 44). This was 

a crucial aspect of CCRYS intercultural youth project’s work. Significantly, this involved 

responding to a desire on the part of young people to participate in structured leisure and 

developmental activities but who, for reasons relating to a lack of information, a desire for 

more autonomous spaces, cultural beliefs or religious doctrine or for reasons of safety 

were not accessing mainstream youth services. Hence, the project provided both infor-

mation and support to ethnic minority leaders in responding to the needs of their youth 

and, significantly, undertook direct youth work with the young people, albeit on an ad hoc 

basis. 

Crucial to this work was the time that had been devoted to outreach and to establishing 

relationships over the course of the lifetime of the Canal Communities Intercultural Centre, 

a partner organisation within the area within which one of project’s employees had previ-

ously worked. The fact that one of the workers was also a migrant, a Muslim and spoke 

Arabic was also significant in developing relationships. Also of importance were the work-

ers’ involvement in anti-racist activism and other voluntary work with migrant organisations 

which meant that trust was established with other organisations with relative ease. 

 

The fruits of the project’s outreach work were evident in the relationship between the 

project and members of a nearby Dublin mosque. One of the CCRYS project workers 

came to know a volunteer with the mosque who was attempting to introduce activities for 

young women. The project worker described the origins of the relationship: 

There's a volunteer [in the mosque] who had just started a tea party for 

young women and she asked us to come in and meet the young women. 

So I went in and I met the young women and thought 'oh my God, they're 

deadly! They're really cool and they're looking for something.’ And that 

sense that here they are, they're actually in the mosque. And we're walk-

ing around asking why they weren't on the streets. But they are some-

where.

She went on to explain the nature of CCRYS intercultural youth project’s relationship with 

the group:

At different points we've gone down to do different things … So we had a 

couple of different interventions using community arts. And I would have 

gone down and done planning and preparation with the girls. When 

they're having their own stuff going on in the mosque, sometimes [the 

volunteer] would just say to me 'will you pop down and see the girls? 

They'd love to see you.’

She elaborated upon the nature of the support that she provided:

So I just get on great with [this volunteer] … She is trying to get things off 

the ground for young women … So if she says to me 'I don't know what to 

do' and if I know something then I'll try and go down and help them out as 

well. Usually when they have a tea party I'll facilitate one or two activities 

… Sometimes they'll call and say 'we've got this coming up on Saturday 

and we don't know what to do.’ So it's all very informal … [Over Christ-

mas], I had to call down … for something else but of course she got me to 

sit down, told me all about [her] plan [to go to Funderland]. She showed 

me their consent forms. ‘What did I think? How should they do it? What 

kind of activity? What about the ratios?’ … She’s mad looking for support 

and they want to do it the best way they can. 

The volunteer herself gave her perspective:

I was taking care of the ladies and I can see by my eyes the problem with 

the girls, inside the mosque, they don’t have anything to do … That’s why 

I tried to make the group. I started for two years now. My group [is] 

around maybe from 9 years old to 18 years old … Starting … to do some 

fun, like tea party or something like this. And each time I’m bringing 

somebody who can teach them something, like art, like jewellery maker, 

like anything to make them interested, so they can stay and meet as a 

group (Participant B, focus group 1). 

The enjoyment that the young women derived from the activities with CCRYS was evident 

during our discussions with the young Muslim women, at which the CCRYS project worker 

was present: 

Participant P: I really like the way that we done the spray-paint [activity]

Participant Q: [to the CCRYS worker] We’re really going to miss you. [To 

the others] She’s leaving.

Participant P: Well we might do another thing, mightn’t we?

CCRYS project worker: Well there’s talk of a project extension, which 

would mean that I would be back probably for two and a half or three 

months. 

Participant Q: Yay!

CCRYS project worker: But we’re still waiting to see. They’ve said we’re 

getting a project extension, but we still haven’t got the money for the 

project yet …

Participant X:  Yeah but what money do you use? Just bring yourself and 

come!

Participant P: You use it for the paints and all that stuff.

On the other hand, although work of this nature was a key part of the CCRYS project’s 

work and had a positive impact on the young women’s lives, it was clear that the volunteer 

at the mosque and the girls with whom she worked needed more support than the CCRYS 

intercultural project had the capacity to provide. According to the volunteer: 

Actually I work with [CCRYS project worker], she’s very good helper, but 

I need more … more ideas, more project, because you know we need it 

and I not have any contact, just only [CCRYS] but I know she [has other 

commitments too]. I prefer to have more activity, but I don’t have anything 

without help … I need more. My girls need more (Participant B, focus 

group 1)

Similarly, the CCRYS project worker said:

I'm seeing from the young people that they want to be involved in 

services and they want to be involved in activities … [The volunteer at the 

mosque] is supporting people on kind of a one-to-one level but they really 

want structured stuff. They’d love to have a weekly group. They’d love to 

have a space to tease out all [their] stuff.

An organisation providing football training to young Muslim girls also solicited support 

from CCRYS. According to the other CCRYS project worker: 

[Youth sports organisation] are just amazing … but [its director] felt 

straight away that they needed more than training. And straight away he 

put in a personal development space for them. And that's where I actually 

came in and facilitated some of that space for them.

In addition to its work with the Muslim community, the intercultural youth project also 

engaged with organisations working with young Africans. One of the migrant community 

leaders recalled that: 

I knew [CCRYS project worker] and [she] would talk to [my colleague] 

about young people and she told me we should meet to talk about youth 

because of this project. So I went there and they gave me three hours, 

two hours and a half intense class on organising youth activities, which 

was very, very helpful (Participant C, focus group 1).  

Much of this work involved going beyond what the CCRYS project workers described as 

the ‘geographical model’ of youth work provision. This was a reference to the fact that, 

typically, youth work services are organised along area-specific lines. The project felt the 

need to respond to requests for support from organisations outside the Canal Communi-

ties area. These spaces ranged from a mosque, to the Phoenix Park where the Muslim 

girls played football, to migrant organisations located in Dublin’s city centre. According to 

one of the project workers:

We made a judgement and we actually just said 'you know what, we don't 

have a lot of time, we're hearing stuff from young people that are willing 

to talk to us, so even if they don't live in the area, let's listen to them and 

hear what they have to say.’ 

She went on to say:

We have access to a cohort of young people who would be willing to tell 

us why they feel they can't engage with youth services. So as long as we 

can hear the message why they're not engaging, that might actually be 

able to help us then give the youth projects locally the tools to engage 

with the young people in their own locality. 

ii. Brokering and Building Relationships 

Over the course of its lifetime, the intercultural youth project managed to create connec-

tions between young people and youth workers within youth services and young people 

from ethnic minority communities that were not involved in youth work. This was primarily 

achieved by means of collaborative projects on activities of common interest. Though 

questions remain as to the sustainability of these projects due to the ending of the project 

and capacity issues within youth services themselves, the findings do point to some 

potential in this regard. The graffiti project described by one of the youth workers above 

is one such example. The potential of such initiatives was also evident in the football activ-

ities organised by the Canal Communities Intercultural Centre (CCIC), an organisation 

which preceded the establishment of the intercultural youth project but which worked 

closely with local youth projects. One of the project workers interviewed for the research 

was employed by CCIC. She explained: 

We've run an intercultural football tournament maybe two to three times a 

year [over] three years and the first one was 'Goals for Gaza' and we were 

raising funds for a crèche in Gaza. That was community-wide, it was very 

successful and there was a great appetite for it … We realised if we use 

football and we use sport we can actually reach a whole cohort of young 

people who we haven't been able to reach with intercultural projects 

before. So with [the next project] ‘Global Goals’ we've done seven or 

eight tournaments … overall … For me it's like 'woah, this is great' 

because we can't get them to come in for anti-racism projects but they'll 

come and play football and they'll have the dinner afterwards and they'll 

do a penalty shoot-out with some fella they don't know because he looks 

like he can play. It's really good stuff. 

iii. Direct Support to Local Youth Services

In addition to fostering contact between different organisations, CCRYS intercultural youth 

project also worked to support youth organisations to increase the participation of ethnic 

minority young people in their activities. Though this work was challenged by the short 

timescale of the project, it was a hugely important feature of its work. As with other 

aspects of the project’s activities, the process was enabled and enhanced by the fact that 

one of the project workers had already established a relationship with youth services 

during her employment with CCIC and with Canal Communities Partnership and the fact 

that both project workers were experienced youth workers. 

 

The support which the project provided took a number of forms including the direct 

resourcing of youth work, such as the employment of artists to work with young people on 

intercultural issues; initiating collaborative projects described above; problem-solving 

and practical advice and information. When Muslim children began to use one youth 

project’s homework club, for example, CCRYS held two sessions with its workers and 

designed three programmes on the project’s behalf. One youth worker described her 

experience of this support as follows:

You could talk very openly to [CCRYS project worker]. I can say ‘I don’t 

understand this, it just seems mad to me, I just don’t get it’ and she’d be 

able to explain or find out. And likewise because she’s Irish she under-

stood the complexities for us as well –So we were really having very good 

conversations. 

Another youth worker suggested that: 

[CCRYS project worker] is very knowledgeable about all that type of 

[cultural competency] stuff. It’s great to have somebody who you just go 

to and bounce questions off, someone who you know you’re going to see 

every Wednesday. You definitely miss it when it’s gone. We do need that 

type of presence. [She] made it her business to be involved and it’s hard 

to describe what impact that she would have had, but just the fact that 

she’s there and just the fact that contact is there, you can talk to her about 

it, that’s just priceless.

Significantly, while this youth worker was demonstrably committed to inclusive youth work 

practice with young people from all ethnic backgrounds, for him, one of the most signifi-

cant contributions of the intercultural youth project’s presence was helping to keep the 

question of intercultural youth work on his agenda and on that of his organisation:

She’s great to have around and she’s really good at getting … me to [be] 

more aware. There’s definitely more of an awareness. There wasn’t 

enough of her.

The fact that the CCRYS workers were experienced youth workers aided the process of 

securing youth organisational buy-in to such activities. According to one of its project 

workers: 

The two of us were very, very aware of the resources and structures in the 

youth services. And as far as possible [we would] pay for the transport or 

food, have everything. [We] had to do a whole logic model for them … But 

… I know myself as a youth worker when I didn't have time to do other stuff 

and I was fire-fighting and [if] a project came and said 'I'm taking care of 

all of this,’ I was like 'I'm in.’

5.2 CCRYS Intercultural Youth Project:
What Were the Challenges? 
i. Resources and Continuity of Engagement 

The primary challenge experienced by CCRYS intercultural youth project related to the 

time-bound nature of the project and to funding cuts within youth services themselves. 

This meant that it did not always manage to have continuity of engagement with youth 

organisations in the area. In a short period of time, at least two full-time and one part-time 

posts were lost in one youth project due to funding issues. These members of staff had 

been hugely supportive of the relationship with the intercultural project and progress 

stalled following their departure. According to one youth worker: 

Only a couple of months ago we were really having good conversations 

around how to move the whole thing forward, and how to link in with the 

mosque and … that idea of doing different pieces of work and then bring-

ing the groups together and starting with small groups and trying to 

understand each other with young people that were up for it … But with 

everything, with funding and with cuts to the [project], it wasn’t feasible.

We have also seen how a CCRYS project worker was limited in how much support she 

could provide to the young Muslim women and their leader. The closure of the project has 

also meant that its support to migrant organisations has ceased, though its workers contin-

ue to provide some ad hoc support in a voluntary capacity. Given the degree to which the 

project acted as a bridge between different organisations and communities and given that 

its work helped keep intercultural youth work on the agenda of local organisations, its loss 

before the work was more embedded represents a significant barrier to furthering inclu-

sive youth work. 

Our findings confirm the continued relevance of the youth work strategies previously men-

tioned (Foróige, 2008; Lynam, 2009) in guiding youth organisations in the area of intercul-

tural youth work. Some of our recommendations below, in particular our view that intercul-

tural youth work needs to be a conscious and purposive part of practice, echo the 

concerns of such resources. Our research has also highlighted a number of issues, such 

as identity, religious/cultural value systems or parental expectations, which were not 

centrally addressed in detail in previous strategies but which are directly relevant to youth 

work. 

Our findings highlight the potential of youth work, showing for instance, that standard 

youth work methods such as art and sport can offer ways of fostering cross-community 

interaction and understanding. Such activities, however, are greatly enhanced if they can 

be part of a sustained form of engagement. 

This research also suggests that fostering youth work with young people from ethnic 

minorities may require a re-evaluation of the term ‘at risk’ within the context of youth work. 

Assuming the term continues to have salience - and we recognise its problematic nature 

- it may need to be expanded to recognise the ‘risk’ associated with experiences of racism 

and exclusion and with other challenges faced by young people from ethnic minority com-

munities. Crucially, this research demonstrates that young people from ethnic minorities 

may have complex needs relating to their sense of identity and their sense of belonging 

to Irish society. These needs can affect their participation in youth work. However, youth 

work can play a role in supporting young people in navigating such issues. 

The research further illustrates that young people from ethnic minority groups, in particu-

lar young women, may be more ‘hidden’ than Irish teenagers and that their needs may be 

best addressed within gender- or identity-specific groups. This suggests that an 

‘open-door’ policy is not sufficient to support the inclusion of such young people. The 

research also indicates that youth work with some young migrants may need to happen in 

spaces other than mainstream youth services and in ways which go beyond existing 

geographical boundaries. 

The research confirms that outreach, relationship-building and partnerships with ethnic 

minority communities and organisations remain crucial. Building the trust of parents and 

community leaders may take time. It further indicates that while cultural and religion are 

hugely important influences on young people’s lives and needs to be taken on board in 

terms of youth work planning, they do not determine all behaviour, attitudes or difference. 

The experience of CCRYS intercultural youth project and its partner youth organisations 

also suggests that while equality/anti-racist policies and training remain critical, 

‘on-the-ground’ trial and error is a key source of learning. It further demonstrates that 

having a specific project or worker dedicated to integrating young people from ethnic 

minority communities can help catalyse relationships between different organisations and 

keep intercultural youth work ‘on the agenda’.  

Finally, while this report has emphasised the position of ethnic minority young people, we 

also argue that inclusive youth work can assist young people within the ethnic majority to 

relate to the culturally diverse society in which they are growing up. 

Below, we offer some suggestions for practice based upon these findings and conclu-

sions. Each of these recommendations is offered with the caveat that there is no one ‘blue-

print’ for youth work whatever the cohort it seeks to include. 

Youth organisations/workers should:

•    Acknowledge that the inclusion of young people from ethnic minorities needs to be a 

conscious and purposive part of youth work;

•    Recognise that young people from ethnic minorities often balance a complex set of 

demands and  may need support in coping with the sometimes competing expecta-

tions on them; 

•   Support young people to feel a sense of belonging and to navigate their complex 

personal and social identities; 

•    Support young people to explore the differing value systems in which they are located; 

•    Validate young people’s experiences of racism, support young people to process its 

painful effects but also provide a framework for young people to understand and chal-

lenge racism safely;

•  Build fluency around racism and diversity in order that organisations are better 

equipped to support minority inclusion in youth work;

•    Foster critical conversations on the theme of racism with all their young people to help 

to address racist attitudes;

•    Where necessary, support young people at risk of racist abuse to travel safely to their 

projects;

•    Re-examine a traditional preference for starting work with young people from minority 

ethnic communities in integrated youth work spaces; instead youth work responses 

should be led by what the young people want and need to feel safe and included. This 

may mean establishing single-identity/gender-specific groups;

•    Develop greater religious literacy;

•    Work to diversify their staff and volunteer base; 

•    Develop relationships of trust with parents and leaders from ethnic minority communi-

ties; 

•    Where appropriate, support young people to self-organise and take action on issues 

which concern them;

•     Recognise that young people may feel uncomfortable with activities which single them 

out on the basis of their migrant/ethnic minority status or which require them to be 

‘representative’ of a particular country or culture;

•    Evaluate the efficacy of their outreach strategies to ensure that ethnic minority young 

people are not being inadvertently excluded;

•    Examine norms and cultural practices within their organisations and evaluate whether 

these may be difficult for young people from ethnic minority communities to navigate.

Youth organisations and funders should:

•    Acknowledge that funding cuts to youth work can lead to ‘fire-fighting’ and reduce the 

capacity for furthering inclusive practice;

•    Recognise the efficacy of a dedicated project or worker in supporting youth work with 

young people from ethnic minorities and allocate resources accordingly; 

•    Explore ways of replicating or adapting the model spearheaded by CCRYS intercultur-

al youth project on a regional basis and in a manner which suits local needs.  
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As mentioned in our introduction, Canal Communities Regional Youth Service established 

its intercultural youth project as a means of sustaining and mainstreaming intercultural 

work within its affiliated youth projects. The project built on previous work that the CCRYS 

had undertaken with Canal Communities Intercultural Centre (which closed in XXX) and 

work by Canal Communities Partnership. CCRYS’s intercultural youth project was housed 

within Bluebell Youth Project from where it operated — although, significantly, its develop-

ment worker based herself one day per week in each of the other two youth projects in the 

area. In what follows, we briefly discuss those aspects of the project’s work that were work 

that were successful before turning to a discussion of challenges experienced in this 

regard. 

5.1 CCRYS Intercultural Youth Project:
What Worked Well?
i. Support for Working with Young People in ‘Non-Traditional’ Youth Work Spaces 

Existing strategies to support intercultural youth work encourage youth workers to devel-

op ‘positive relationships with minority ethnic communities’ (Foróige, 2008: 44). This was 

a crucial aspect of CCRYS intercultural youth project’s work. Significantly, this involved 

responding to a desire on the part of young people to participate in structured leisure and 

developmental activities but who, for reasons relating to a lack of information, a desire for 

more autonomous spaces, cultural beliefs or religious doctrine or for reasons of safety 

were not accessing mainstream youth services. Hence, the project provided both infor-

mation and support to ethnic minority leaders in responding to the needs of their youth 

and, significantly, undertook direct youth work with the young people, albeit on an ad hoc 

basis. 

Crucial to this work was the time that had been devoted to outreach and to establishing 

relationships over the course of the lifetime of the Canal Communities Intercultural Centre, 

a partner organisation within the area within which one of project’s employees had previ-

ously worked. The fact that one of the workers was also a migrant, a Muslim and spoke 

Arabic was also significant in developing relationships. Also of importance were the work-

ers’ involvement in anti-racist activism and other voluntary work with migrant organisations 

which meant that trust was established with other organisations with relative ease. 

 

The fruits of the project’s outreach work were evident in the relationship between the 

project and members of a nearby Dublin mosque. One of the CCRYS project workers 

came to know a volunteer with the mosque who was attempting to introduce activities for 

young women. The project worker described the origins of the relationship: 

There's a volunteer [in the mosque] who had just started a tea party for 

young women and she asked us to come in and meet the young women. 

So I went in and I met the young women and thought 'oh my God, they're 

deadly! They're really cool and they're looking for something.’ And that 

sense that here they are, they're actually in the mosque. And we're walk-

ing around asking why they weren't on the streets. But they are some-

where.

She went on to explain the nature of CCRYS intercultural youth project’s relationship with 

the group:

At different points we've gone down to do different things … So we had a 

couple of different interventions using community arts. And I would have 

gone down and done planning and preparation with the girls. When 

they're having their own stuff going on in the mosque, sometimes [the 

volunteer] would just say to me 'will you pop down and see the girls? 

They'd love to see you.’

She elaborated upon the nature of the support that she provided:

So I just get on great with [this volunteer] … She is trying to get things off 

the ground for young women … So if she says to me 'I don't know what to 

do' and if I know something then I'll try and go down and help them out as 

well. Usually when they have a tea party I'll facilitate one or two activities 

… Sometimes they'll call and say 'we've got this coming up on Saturday 

and we don't know what to do.’ So it's all very informal … [Over Christ-

mas], I had to call down … for something else but of course she got me to 

sit down, told me all about [her] plan [to go to Funderland]. She showed 

me their consent forms. ‘What did I think? How should they do it? What 

kind of activity? What about the ratios?’ … She’s mad looking for support 

and they want to do it the best way they can. 

The volunteer herself gave her perspective:

I was taking care of the ladies and I can see by my eyes the problem with 

the girls, inside the mosque, they don’t have anything to do … That’s why 

I tried to make the group. I started for two years now. My group [is] 

around maybe from 9 years old to 18 years old … Starting … to do some 

fun, like tea party or something like this. And each time I’m bringing 

somebody who can teach them something, like art, like jewellery maker, 

like anything to make them interested, so they can stay and meet as a 

group (Participant B, focus group 1). 

The enjoyment that the young women derived from the activities with CCRYS was evident 

during our discussions with the young Muslim women, at which the CCRYS project worker 

was present: 

Participant P: I really like the way that we done the spray-paint [activity]

Participant Q: [to the CCRYS worker] We’re really going to miss you. [To 

the others] She’s leaving.

Participant P: Well we might do another thing, mightn’t we?

CCRYS project worker: Well there’s talk of a project extension, which 

would mean that I would be back probably for two and a half or three 

months. 

Participant Q: Yay!

CCRYS project worker: But we’re still waiting to see. They’ve said we’re 

getting a project extension, but we still haven’t got the money for the 

project yet …

Participant X:  Yeah but what money do you use? Just bring yourself and 

come!

Participant P: You use it for the paints and all that stuff.

On the other hand, although work of this nature was a key part of the CCRYS project’s 

work and had a positive impact on the young women’s lives, it was clear that the volunteer 

at the mosque and the girls with whom she worked needed more support than the CCRYS 

intercultural project had the capacity to provide. According to the volunteer: 

Actually I work with [CCRYS project worker], she’s very good helper, but 

I need more … more ideas, more project, because you know we need it 

and I not have any contact, just only [CCRYS] but I know she [has other 

commitments too]. I prefer to have more activity, but I don’t have anything 

without help … I need more. My girls need more (Participant B, focus 

group 1)

Similarly, the CCRYS project worker said:

I'm seeing from the young people that they want to be involved in 

services and they want to be involved in activities … [The volunteer at the 

mosque] is supporting people on kind of a one-to-one level but they really 

want structured stuff. They’d love to have a weekly group. They’d love to 

have a space to tease out all [their] stuff.

An organisation providing football training to young Muslim girls also solicited support 

from CCRYS. According to the other CCRYS project worker: 

[Youth sports organisation] are just amazing … but [its director] felt 

straight away that they needed more than training. And straight away he 

put in a personal development space for them. And that's where I actually 

came in and facilitated some of that space for them.

In addition to its work with the Muslim community, the intercultural youth project also 

engaged with organisations working with young Africans. One of the migrant community 

leaders recalled that: 

I knew [CCRYS project worker] and [she] would talk to [my colleague] 

about young people and she told me we should meet to talk about youth 

because of this project. So I went there and they gave me three hours, 

two hours and a half intense class on organising youth activities, which 

was very, very helpful (Participant C, focus group 1).  

Much of this work involved going beyond what the CCRYS project workers described as 

the ‘geographical model’ of youth work provision. This was a reference to the fact that, 

typically, youth work services are organised along area-specific lines. The project felt the 

need to respond to requests for support from organisations outside the Canal Communi-

ties area. These spaces ranged from a mosque, to the Phoenix Park where the Muslim 

girls played football, to migrant organisations located in Dublin’s city centre. According to 

one of the project workers:

We made a judgement and we actually just said 'you know what, we don't 

have a lot of time, we're hearing stuff from young people that are willing 

to talk to us, so even if they don't live in the area, let's listen to them and 

hear what they have to say.’ 

She went on to say:

We have access to a cohort of young people who would be willing to tell 

us why they feel they can't engage with youth services. So as long as we 

can hear the message why they're not engaging, that might actually be 

able to help us then give the youth projects locally the tools to engage 

with the young people in their own locality. 

ii. Brokering and Building Relationships 

Over the course of its lifetime, the intercultural youth project managed to create connec-

tions between young people and youth workers within youth services and young people 

from ethnic minority communities that were not involved in youth work. This was primarily 

achieved by means of collaborative projects on activities of common interest. Though 

questions remain as to the sustainability of these projects due to the ending of the project 

and capacity issues within youth services themselves, the findings do point to some 

potential in this regard. The graffiti project described by one of the youth workers above 

is one such example. The potential of such initiatives was also evident in the football activ-

ities organised by the Canal Communities Intercultural Centre (CCIC), an organisation 

which preceded the establishment of the intercultural youth project but which worked 

closely with local youth projects. One of the project workers interviewed for the research 

was employed by CCIC. She explained: 

We've run an intercultural football tournament maybe two to three times a 

year [over] three years and the first one was 'Goals for Gaza' and we were 

raising funds for a crèche in Gaza. That was community-wide, it was very 

successful and there was a great appetite for it … We realised if we use 

football and we use sport we can actually reach a whole cohort of young 

people who we haven't been able to reach with intercultural projects 

before. So with [the next project] ‘Global Goals’ we've done seven or 

eight tournaments … overall … For me it's like 'woah, this is great' 

because we can't get them to come in for anti-racism projects but they'll 

come and play football and they'll have the dinner afterwards and they'll 

do a penalty shoot-out with some fella they don't know because he looks 

like he can play. It's really good stuff. 

iii. Direct Support to Local Youth Services

In addition to fostering contact between different organisations, CCRYS intercultural youth 

project also worked to support youth organisations to increase the participation of ethnic 

minority young people in their activities. Though this work was challenged by the short 

timescale of the project, it was a hugely important feature of its work. As with other 

aspects of the project’s activities, the process was enabled and enhanced by the fact that 

one of the project workers had already established a relationship with youth services 

during her employment with CCIC and with Canal Communities Partnership and the fact 

that both project workers were experienced youth workers. 

 

The support which the project provided took a number of forms including the direct 

resourcing of youth work, such as the employment of artists to work with young people on 

intercultural issues; initiating collaborative projects described above; problem-solving 

and practical advice and information. When Muslim children began to use one youth 

project’s homework club, for example, CCRYS held two sessions with its workers and 

designed three programmes on the project’s behalf. One youth worker described her 

experience of this support as follows:

You could talk very openly to [CCRYS project worker]. I can say ‘I don’t 

understand this, it just seems mad to me, I just don’t get it’ and she’d be 

able to explain or find out. And likewise because she’s Irish she under-

stood the complexities for us as well –So we were really having very good 

conversations. 

Another youth worker suggested that: 

[CCRYS project worker] is very knowledgeable about all that type of 

[cultural competency] stuff. It’s great to have somebody who you just go 

to and bounce questions off, someone who you know you’re going to see 

every Wednesday. You definitely miss it when it’s gone. We do need that 

type of presence. [She] made it her business to be involved and it’s hard 

to describe what impact that she would have had, but just the fact that 

she’s there and just the fact that contact is there, you can talk to her about 

it, that’s just priceless.

Significantly, while this youth worker was demonstrably committed to inclusive youth work 

practice with young people from all ethnic backgrounds, for him, one of the most signifi-

cant contributions of the intercultural youth project’s presence was helping to keep the 

question of intercultural youth work on his agenda and on that of his organisation:

She’s great to have around and she’s really good at getting … me to [be] 

more aware. There’s definitely more of an awareness. There wasn’t 

enough of her.

The fact that the CCRYS workers were experienced youth workers aided the process of 

securing youth organisational buy-in to such activities. According to one of its project 

workers: 

The two of us were very, very aware of the resources and structures in the 

youth services. And as far as possible [we would] pay for the transport or 

food, have everything. [We] had to do a whole logic model for them … But 

… I know myself as a youth worker when I didn't have time to do other stuff 

and I was fire-fighting and [if] a project came and said 'I'm taking care of 

all of this,’ I was like 'I'm in.’

5.2 CCRYS Intercultural Youth Project:
What Were the Challenges? 
i. Resources and Continuity of Engagement 

The primary challenge experienced by CCRYS intercultural youth project related to the 

time-bound nature of the project and to funding cuts within youth services themselves. 

This meant that it did not always manage to have continuity of engagement with youth 

organisations in the area. In a short period of time, at least two full-time and one part-time 

posts were lost in one youth project due to funding issues. These members of staff had 

been hugely supportive of the relationship with the intercultural project and progress 

stalled following their departure. According to one youth worker: 

Only a couple of months ago we were really having good conversations 

around how to move the whole thing forward, and how to link in with the 

mosque and … that idea of doing different pieces of work and then bring-

ing the groups together and starting with small groups and trying to 

understand each other with young people that were up for it … But with 

everything, with funding and with cuts to the [project], it wasn’t feasible.

We have also seen how a CCRYS project worker was limited in how much support she 

could provide to the young Muslim women and their leader. The closure of the project has 

also meant that its support to migrant organisations has ceased, though its workers contin-

ue to provide some ad hoc support in a voluntary capacity. Given the degree to which the 

project acted as a bridge between different organisations and communities and given that 

its work helped keep intercultural youth work on the agenda of local organisations, its loss 

before the work was more embedded represents a significant barrier to furthering inclu-

sive youth work. 

Our findings confirm the continued relevance of the youth work strategies previously men-

tioned (Foróige, 2008; Lynam, 2009) in guiding youth organisations in the area of intercul-

tural youth work. Some of our recommendations below, in particular our view that intercul-

tural youth work needs to be a conscious and purposive part of practice, echo the 

concerns of such resources. Our research has also highlighted a number of issues, such 

as identity, religious/cultural value systems or parental expectations, which were not 

centrally addressed in detail in previous strategies but which are directly relevant to youth 

work. 

Our findings highlight the potential of youth work, showing for instance, that standard 

youth work methods such as art and sport can offer ways of fostering cross-community 

interaction and understanding. Such activities, however, are greatly enhanced if they can 

be part of a sustained form of engagement. 

This research also suggests that fostering youth work with young people from ethnic 

minorities may require a re-evaluation of the term ‘at risk’ within the context of youth work. 

Assuming the term continues to have salience - and we recognise its problematic nature 

- it may need to be expanded to recognise the ‘risk’ associated with experiences of racism 

and exclusion and with other challenges faced by young people from ethnic minority com-

munities. Crucially, this research demonstrates that young people from ethnic minorities 

may have complex needs relating to their sense of identity and their sense of belonging 

to Irish society. These needs can affect their participation in youth work. However, youth 

work can play a role in supporting young people in navigating such issues. 

The research further illustrates that young people from ethnic minority groups, in particu-

lar young women, may be more ‘hidden’ than Irish teenagers and that their needs may be 

best addressed within gender- or identity-specific groups. This suggests that an 

‘open-door’ policy is not sufficient to support the inclusion of such young people. The 

research also indicates that youth work with some young migrants may need to happen in 

spaces other than mainstream youth services and in ways which go beyond existing 

geographical boundaries. 

The research confirms that outreach, relationship-building and partnerships with ethnic 

minority communities and organisations remain crucial. Building the trust of parents and 

community leaders may take time. It further indicates that while cultural and religion are 

hugely important influences on young people’s lives and needs to be taken on board in 

terms of youth work planning, they do not determine all behaviour, attitudes or difference. 

The experience of CCRYS intercultural youth project and its partner youth organisations 

also suggests that while equality/anti-racist policies and training remain critical, 

‘on-the-ground’ trial and error is a key source of learning. It further demonstrates that 

having a specific project or worker dedicated to integrating young people from ethnic 

minority communities can help catalyse relationships between different organisations and 

keep intercultural youth work ‘on the agenda’.  

Finally, while this report has emphasised the position of ethnic minority young people, we 

also argue that inclusive youth work can assist young people within the ethnic majority to 

relate to the culturally diverse society in which they are growing up. 

Below, we offer some suggestions for practice based upon these findings and conclu-

sions. Each of these recommendations is offered with the caveat that there is no one ‘blue-

print’ for youth work whatever the cohort it seeks to include. 

Youth organisations/workers should:

•    Acknowledge that the inclusion of young people from ethnic minorities needs to be a 

conscious and purposive part of youth work;

•    Recognise that young people from ethnic minorities often balance a complex set of 

demands and  may need support in coping with the sometimes competing expecta-

tions on them; 

•   Support young people to feel a sense of belonging and to navigate their complex 

personal and social identities; 

•    Support young people to explore the differing value systems in which they are located; 

•    Validate young people’s experiences of racism, support young people to process its 

painful effects but also provide a framework for young people to understand and chal-

lenge racism safely;

•  Build fluency around racism and diversity in order that organisations are better 

equipped to support minority inclusion in youth work;

•    Foster critical conversations on the theme of racism with all their young people to help 

to address racist attitudes;

•    Where necessary, support young people at risk of racist abuse to travel safely to their 

projects;

•    Re-examine a traditional preference for starting work with young people from minority 

ethnic communities in integrated youth work spaces; instead youth work responses 

should be led by what the young people want and need to feel safe and included. This 

may mean establishing single-identity/gender-specific groups;

•    Develop greater religious literacy;

•    Work to diversify their staff and volunteer base; 

•    Develop relationships of trust with parents and leaders from ethnic minority communi-

ties; 

•    Where appropriate, support young people to self-organise and take action on issues 

which concern them;

•     Recognise that young people may feel uncomfortable with activities which single them 

out on the basis of their migrant/ethnic minority status or which require them to be 

‘representative’ of a particular country or culture;

•    Evaluate the efficacy of their outreach strategies to ensure that ethnic minority young 

people are not being inadvertently excluded;

•    Examine norms and cultural practices within their organisations and evaluate whether 

these may be difficult for young people from ethnic minority communities to navigate.

Youth organisations and funders should:

•    Acknowledge that funding cuts to youth work can lead to ‘fire-fighting’ and reduce the 

capacity for furthering inclusive practice;

•    Recognise the efficacy of a dedicated project or worker in supporting youth work with 

young people from ethnic minorities and allocate resources accordingly; 

•    Explore ways of replicating or adapting the model spearheaded by CCRYS intercultur-

al youth project on a regional basis and in a manner which suits local needs.  

    

  It was not possible to identify with certainty from the recording which participant made this comment. 16
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As mentioned in our introduction, Canal Communities Regional Youth Service established 

its intercultural youth project as a means of sustaining and mainstreaming intercultural 

work within its affiliated youth projects. The project built on previous work that the CCRYS 

had undertaken with Canal Communities Intercultural Centre (which closed in XXX) and 

work by Canal Communities Partnership. CCRYS’s intercultural youth project was housed 

within Bluebell Youth Project from where it operated — although, significantly, its develop-

ment worker based herself one day per week in each of the other two youth projects in the 

area. In what follows, we briefly discuss those aspects of the project’s work that were work 

that were successful before turning to a discussion of challenges experienced in this 

regard. 

5.1 CCRYS Intercultural Youth Project:
What Worked Well?
i. Support for Working with Young People in ‘Non-Traditional’ Youth Work Spaces 

Existing strategies to support intercultural youth work encourage youth workers to devel-

op ‘positive relationships with minority ethnic communities’ (Foróige, 2008: 44). This was 

a crucial aspect of CCRYS intercultural youth project’s work. Significantly, this involved 

responding to a desire on the part of young people to participate in structured leisure and 

developmental activities but who, for reasons relating to a lack of information, a desire for 

more autonomous spaces, cultural beliefs or religious doctrine or for reasons of safety 

were not accessing mainstream youth services. Hence, the project provided both infor-

mation and support to ethnic minority leaders in responding to the needs of their youth 

and, significantly, undertook direct youth work with the young people, albeit on an ad hoc 

basis. 

Crucial to this work was the time that had been devoted to outreach and to establishing 

relationships over the course of the lifetime of the Canal Communities Intercultural Centre, 

a partner organisation within the area within which one of project’s employees had previ-

ously worked. The fact that one of the workers was also a migrant, a Muslim and spoke 

Arabic was also significant in developing relationships. Also of importance were the work-

ers’ involvement in anti-racist activism and other voluntary work with migrant organisations 

which meant that trust was established with other organisations with relative ease. 

 

The fruits of the project’s outreach work were evident in the relationship between the 

project and members of a nearby Dublin mosque. One of the CCRYS project workers 

came to know a volunteer with the mosque who was attempting to introduce activities for 

young women. The project worker described the origins of the relationship: 

There's a volunteer [in the mosque] who had just started a tea party for 

young women and she asked us to come in and meet the young women. 

So I went in and I met the young women and thought 'oh my God, they're 

deadly! They're really cool and they're looking for something.’ And that 

sense that here they are, they're actually in the mosque. And we're walk-

ing around asking why they weren't on the streets. But they are some-

where.

She went on to explain the nature of CCRYS intercultural youth project’s relationship with 

the group:

At different points we've gone down to do different things … So we had a 

couple of different interventions using community arts. And I would have 

gone down and done planning and preparation with the girls. When 

they're having their own stuff going on in the mosque, sometimes [the 

volunteer] would just say to me 'will you pop down and see the girls? 

They'd love to see you.’

She elaborated upon the nature of the support that she provided:

So I just get on great with [this volunteer] … She is trying to get things off 

the ground for young women … So if she says to me 'I don't know what to 

do' and if I know something then I'll try and go down and help them out as 

well. Usually when they have a tea party I'll facilitate one or two activities 

… Sometimes they'll call and say 'we've got this coming up on Saturday 

and we don't know what to do.’ So it's all very informal … [Over Christ-

mas], I had to call down … for something else but of course she got me to 

sit down, told me all about [her] plan [to go to Funderland]. She showed 

me their consent forms. ‘What did I think? How should they do it? What 

kind of activity? What about the ratios?’ … She’s mad looking for support 

and they want to do it the best way they can. 

The volunteer herself gave her perspective:

I was taking care of the ladies and I can see by my eyes the problem with 

the girls, inside the mosque, they don’t have anything to do … That’s why 

I tried to make the group. I started for two years now. My group [is] 

around maybe from 9 years old to 18 years old … Starting … to do some 

fun, like tea party or something like this. And each time I’m bringing 

somebody who can teach them something, like art, like jewellery maker, 

like anything to make them interested, so they can stay and meet as a 

group (Participant B, focus group 1). 

The enjoyment that the young women derived from the activities with CCRYS was evident 

during our discussions with the young Muslim women, at which the CCRYS project worker 

was present: 

Participant P: I really like the way that we done the spray-paint [activity]

Participant Q: [to the CCRYS worker] We’re really going to miss you. [To 

the others] She’s leaving.

Participant P: Well we might do another thing, mightn’t we?

CCRYS project worker: Well there’s talk of a project extension, which 

would mean that I would be back probably for two and a half or three 

months. 

Participant Q: Yay!

CCRYS project worker: But we’re still waiting to see. They’ve said we’re 

getting a project extension, but we still haven’t got the money for the 

project yet …

Participant X:  Yeah but what money do you use? Just bring yourself and 

come!

Participant P: You use it for the paints and all that stuff.

On the other hand, although work of this nature was a key part of the CCRYS project’s 

work and had a positive impact on the young women’s lives, it was clear that the volunteer 

at the mosque and the girls with whom she worked needed more support than the CCRYS 

intercultural project had the capacity to provide. According to the volunteer: 

Actually I work with [CCRYS project worker], she’s very good helper, but 

I need more … more ideas, more project, because you know we need it 

and I not have any contact, just only [CCRYS] but I know she [has other 

commitments too]. I prefer to have more activity, but I don’t have anything 

without help … I need more. My girls need more (Participant B, focus 

group 1)

Similarly, the CCRYS project worker said:

I'm seeing from the young people that they want to be involved in 

services and they want to be involved in activities … [The volunteer at the 

mosque] is supporting people on kind of a one-to-one level but they really 

want structured stuff. They’d love to have a weekly group. They’d love to 

have a space to tease out all [their] stuff.

An organisation providing football training to young Muslim girls also solicited support 

from CCRYS. According to the other CCRYS project worker: 

[Youth sports organisation] are just amazing … but [its director] felt 

straight away that they needed more than training. And straight away he 

put in a personal development space for them. And that's where I actually 

came in and facilitated some of that space for them.

In addition to its work with the Muslim community, the intercultural youth project also 

engaged with organisations working with young Africans. One of the migrant community 

leaders recalled that: 

I knew [CCRYS project worker] and [she] would talk to [my colleague] 

about young people and she told me we should meet to talk about youth 

because of this project. So I went there and they gave me three hours, 

two hours and a half intense class on organising youth activities, which 

was very, very helpful (Participant C, focus group 1).  

Much of this work involved going beyond what the CCRYS project workers described as 

the ‘geographical model’ of youth work provision. This was a reference to the fact that, 

typically, youth work services are organised along area-specific lines. The project felt the 

need to respond to requests for support from organisations outside the Canal Communi-

ties area. These spaces ranged from a mosque, to the Phoenix Park where the Muslim 

girls played football, to migrant organisations located in Dublin’s city centre. According to 

one of the project workers:

We made a judgement and we actually just said 'you know what, we don't 

have a lot of time, we're hearing stuff from young people that are willing 

to talk to us, so even if they don't live in the area, let's listen to them and 

hear what they have to say.’ 

She went on to say:

We have access to a cohort of young people who would be willing to tell 

us why they feel they can't engage with youth services. So as long as we 

can hear the message why they're not engaging, that might actually be 

able to help us then give the youth projects locally the tools to engage 

with the young people in their own locality. 

ii. Brokering and Building Relationships 

Over the course of its lifetime, the intercultural youth project managed to create connec-

tions between young people and youth workers within youth services and young people 

from ethnic minority communities that were not involved in youth work. This was primarily 

achieved by means of collaborative projects on activities of common interest. Though 

questions remain as to the sustainability of these projects due to the ending of the project 

and capacity issues within youth services themselves, the findings do point to some 

potential in this regard. The graffiti project described by one of the youth workers above 

is one such example. The potential of such initiatives was also evident in the football activ-

ities organised by the Canal Communities Intercultural Centre (CCIC), an organisation 

which preceded the establishment of the intercultural youth project but which worked 

closely with local youth projects. One of the project workers interviewed for the research 

was employed by CCIC. She explained: 

We've run an intercultural football tournament maybe two to three times a 

year [over] three years and the first one was 'Goals for Gaza' and we were 

raising funds for a crèche in Gaza. That was community-wide, it was very 

successful and there was a great appetite for it … We realised if we use 

football and we use sport we can actually reach a whole cohort of young 

people who we haven't been able to reach with intercultural projects 

before. So with [the next project] ‘Global Goals’ we've done seven or 

eight tournaments … overall … For me it's like 'woah, this is great' 

because we can't get them to come in for anti-racism projects but they'll 

come and play football and they'll have the dinner afterwards and they'll 

do a penalty shoot-out with some fella they don't know because he looks 

like he can play. It's really good stuff. 

iii. Direct Support to Local Youth Services

In addition to fostering contact between different organisations, CCRYS intercultural youth 

project also worked to support youth organisations to increase the participation of ethnic 

minority young people in their activities. Though this work was challenged by the short 

timescale of the project, it was a hugely important feature of its work. As with other 

aspects of the project’s activities, the process was enabled and enhanced by the fact that 

one of the project workers had already established a relationship with youth services 

during her employment with CCIC and with Canal Communities Partnership and the fact 

that both project workers were experienced youth workers. 

 

The support which the project provided took a number of forms including the direct 

resourcing of youth work, such as the employment of artists to work with young people on 

intercultural issues; initiating collaborative projects described above; problem-solving 

and practical advice and information. When Muslim children began to use one youth 

project’s homework club, for example, CCRYS held two sessions with its workers and 

designed three programmes on the project’s behalf. One youth worker described her 

experience of this support as follows:

You could talk very openly to [CCRYS project worker]. I can say ‘I don’t 

understand this, it just seems mad to me, I just don’t get it’ and she’d be 

able to explain or find out. And likewise because she’s Irish she under-

stood the complexities for us as well –So we were really having very good 

conversations. 

Another youth worker suggested that: 

[CCRYS project worker] is very knowledgeable about all that type of 

[cultural competency] stuff. It’s great to have somebody who you just go 

to and bounce questions off, someone who you know you’re going to see 

every Wednesday. You definitely miss it when it’s gone. We do need that 

type of presence. [She] made it her business to be involved and it’s hard 

to describe what impact that she would have had, but just the fact that 

she’s there and just the fact that contact is there, you can talk to her about 

it, that’s just priceless.

Significantly, while this youth worker was demonstrably committed to inclusive youth work 

practice with young people from all ethnic backgrounds, for him, one of the most signifi-

cant contributions of the intercultural youth project’s presence was helping to keep the 

question of intercultural youth work on his agenda and on that of his organisation:

She’s great to have around and she’s really good at getting … me to [be] 

more aware. There’s definitely more of an awareness. There wasn’t 

enough of her.

The fact that the CCRYS workers were experienced youth workers aided the process of 

securing youth organisational buy-in to such activities. According to one of its project 

workers: 

The two of us were very, very aware of the resources and structures in the 

youth services. And as far as possible [we would] pay for the transport or 

food, have everything. [We] had to do a whole logic model for them … But 

… I know myself as a youth worker when I didn't have time to do other stuff 

and I was fire-fighting and [if] a project came and said 'I'm taking care of 

all of this,’ I was like 'I'm in.’

5.2 CCRYS Intercultural Youth Project:
What Were the Challenges? 
i. Resources and Continuity of Engagement 

The primary challenge experienced by CCRYS intercultural youth project related to the 

time-bound nature of the project and to funding cuts within youth services themselves. 

This meant that it did not always manage to have continuity of engagement with youth 

organisations in the area. In a short period of time, at least two full-time and one part-time 

posts were lost in one youth project due to funding issues. These members of staff had 

been hugely supportive of the relationship with the intercultural project and progress 

stalled following their departure. According to one youth worker: 

Only a couple of months ago we were really having good conversations 

around how to move the whole thing forward, and how to link in with the 

mosque and … that idea of doing different pieces of work and then bring-

ing the groups together and starting with small groups and trying to 

understand each other with young people that were up for it … But with 

everything, with funding and with cuts to the [project], it wasn’t feasible.

We have also seen how a CCRYS project worker was limited in how much support she 

could provide to the young Muslim women and their leader. The closure of the project has 

also meant that its support to migrant organisations has ceased, though its workers contin-

ue to provide some ad hoc support in a voluntary capacity. Given the degree to which the 

project acted as a bridge between different organisations and communities and given that 

its work helped keep intercultural youth work on the agenda of local organisations, its loss 

before the work was more embedded represents a significant barrier to furthering inclu-

sive youth work. 

Our findings confirm the continued relevance of the youth work strategies previously men-

tioned (Foróige, 2008; Lynam, 2009) in guiding youth organisations in the area of intercul-

tural youth work. Some of our recommendations below, in particular our view that intercul-

tural youth work needs to be a conscious and purposive part of practice, echo the 

concerns of such resources. Our research has also highlighted a number of issues, such 

as identity, religious/cultural value systems or parental expectations, which were not 

centrally addressed in detail in previous strategies but which are directly relevant to youth 

work. 

Our findings highlight the potential of youth work, showing for instance, that standard 

youth work methods such as art and sport can offer ways of fostering cross-community 

interaction and understanding. Such activities, however, are greatly enhanced if they can 

be part of a sustained form of engagement. 

This research also suggests that fostering youth work with young people from ethnic 

minorities may require a re-evaluation of the term ‘at risk’ within the context of youth work. 

Assuming the term continues to have salience - and we recognise its problematic nature 

- it may need to be expanded to recognise the ‘risk’ associated with experiences of racism 

and exclusion and with other challenges faced by young people from ethnic minority com-

munities. Crucially, this research demonstrates that young people from ethnic minorities 

may have complex needs relating to their sense of identity and their sense of belonging 

to Irish society. These needs can affect their participation in youth work. However, youth 

work can play a role in supporting young people in navigating such issues. 

The research further illustrates that young people from ethnic minority groups, in particu-

lar young women, may be more ‘hidden’ than Irish teenagers and that their needs may be 

best addressed within gender- or identity-specific groups. This suggests that an 

‘open-door’ policy is not sufficient to support the inclusion of such young people. The 

research also indicates that youth work with some young migrants may need to happen in 

spaces other than mainstream youth services and in ways which go beyond existing 

geographical boundaries. 

The research confirms that outreach, relationship-building and partnerships with ethnic 

minority communities and organisations remain crucial. Building the trust of parents and 

community leaders may take time. It further indicates that while cultural and religion are 

hugely important influences on young people’s lives and needs to be taken on board in 

terms of youth work planning, they do not determine all behaviour, attitudes or difference. 

The experience of CCRYS intercultural youth project and its partner youth organisations 

also suggests that while equality/anti-racist policies and training remain critical, 

‘on-the-ground’ trial and error is a key source of learning. It further demonstrates that 

having a specific project or worker dedicated to integrating young people from ethnic 

minority communities can help catalyse relationships between different organisations and 

keep intercultural youth work ‘on the agenda’.  

Finally, while this report has emphasised the position of ethnic minority young people, we 

also argue that inclusive youth work can assist young people within the ethnic majority to 

relate to the culturally diverse society in which they are growing up. 

Below, we offer some suggestions for practice based upon these findings and conclu-

sions. Each of these recommendations is offered with the caveat that there is no one ‘blue-

print’ for youth work whatever the cohort it seeks to include. 

Youth organisations/workers should:

•    Acknowledge that the inclusion of young people from ethnic minorities needs to be a 

conscious and purposive part of youth work;

•    Recognise that young people from ethnic minorities often balance a complex set of 

demands and  may need support in coping with the sometimes competing expecta-

tions on them; 

•   Support young people to feel a sense of belonging and to navigate their complex 

personal and social identities; 

•    Support young people to explore the differing value systems in which they are located; 

•    Validate young people’s experiences of racism, support young people to process its 

painful effects but also provide a framework for young people to understand and chal-

lenge racism safely;

•  Build fluency around racism and diversity in order that organisations are better 

equipped to support minority inclusion in youth work;

•    Foster critical conversations on the theme of racism with all their young people to help 

to address racist attitudes;

•    Where necessary, support young people at risk of racist abuse to travel safely to their 

projects;

•    Re-examine a traditional preference for starting work with young people from minority 

ethnic communities in integrated youth work spaces; instead youth work responses 

should be led by what the young people want and need to feel safe and included. This 

may mean establishing single-identity/gender-specific groups;

•    Develop greater religious literacy;

•    Work to diversify their staff and volunteer base; 

•    Develop relationships of trust with parents and leaders from ethnic minority communi-

ties; 

•    Where appropriate, support young people to self-organise and take action on issues 

which concern them;

•     Recognise that young people may feel uncomfortable with activities which single them 

out on the basis of their migrant/ethnic minority status or which require them to be 

‘representative’ of a particular country or culture;

•    Evaluate the efficacy of their outreach strategies to ensure that ethnic minority young 

people are not being inadvertently excluded;

•    Examine norms and cultural practices within their organisations and evaluate whether 

these may be difficult for young people from ethnic minority communities to navigate.

Youth organisations and funders should:

•    Acknowledge that funding cuts to youth work can lead to ‘fire-fighting’ and reduce the 

capacity for furthering inclusive practice;

•    Recognise the efficacy of a dedicated project or worker in supporting youth work with 

young people from ethnic minorities and allocate resources accordingly; 

•    Explore ways of replicating or adapting the model spearheaded by CCRYS intercultur-

al youth project on a regional basis and in a manner which suits local needs.  
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As mentioned in our introduction, Canal Communities Regional Youth Service established 

its intercultural youth project as a means of sustaining and mainstreaming intercultural 

work within its affiliated youth projects. The project built on previous work that the CCRYS 

had undertaken with Canal Communities Intercultural Centre (which closed in XXX) and 

work by Canal Communities Partnership. CCRYS’s intercultural youth project was housed 

within Bluebell Youth Project from where it operated — although, significantly, its develop-

ment worker based herself one day per week in each of the other two youth projects in the 

area. In what follows, we briefly discuss those aspects of the project’s work that were work 

that were successful before turning to a discussion of challenges experienced in this 

regard. 

5.1 CCRYS Intercultural Youth Project:
What Worked Well?
i. Support for Working with Young People in ‘Non-Traditional’ Youth Work Spaces 

Existing strategies to support intercultural youth work encourage youth workers to devel-

op ‘positive relationships with minority ethnic communities’ (Foróige, 2008: 44). This was 

a crucial aspect of CCRYS intercultural youth project’s work. Significantly, this involved 

responding to a desire on the part of young people to participate in structured leisure and 

developmental activities but who, for reasons relating to a lack of information, a desire for 

more autonomous spaces, cultural beliefs or religious doctrine or for reasons of safety 

were not accessing mainstream youth services. Hence, the project provided both infor-

mation and support to ethnic minority leaders in responding to the needs of their youth 

and, significantly, undertook direct youth work with the young people, albeit on an ad hoc 

basis. 

Crucial to this work was the time that had been devoted to outreach and to establishing 

relationships over the course of the lifetime of the Canal Communities Intercultural Centre, 

a partner organisation within the area within which one of project’s employees had previ-

ously worked. The fact that one of the workers was also a migrant, a Muslim and spoke 

Arabic was also significant in developing relationships. Also of importance were the work-

ers’ involvement in anti-racist activism and other voluntary work with migrant organisations 

which meant that trust was established with other organisations with relative ease. 

 

The fruits of the project’s outreach work were evident in the relationship between the 

project and members of a nearby Dublin mosque. One of the CCRYS project workers 

came to know a volunteer with the mosque who was attempting to introduce activities for 

young women. The project worker described the origins of the relationship: 

There's a volunteer [in the mosque] who had just started a tea party for 

young women and she asked us to come in and meet the young women. 

So I went in and I met the young women and thought 'oh my God, they're 

deadly! They're really cool and they're looking for something.’ And that 

sense that here they are, they're actually in the mosque. And we're walk-

ing around asking why they weren't on the streets. But they are some-

where.

She went on to explain the nature of CCRYS intercultural youth project’s relationship with 

the group:

At different points we've gone down to do different things … So we had a 

couple of different interventions using community arts. And I would have 

gone down and done planning and preparation with the girls. When 

they're having their own stuff going on in the mosque, sometimes [the 

volunteer] would just say to me 'will you pop down and see the girls? 

They'd love to see you.’

She elaborated upon the nature of the support that she provided:

So I just get on great with [this volunteer] … She is trying to get things off 

the ground for young women … So if she says to me 'I don't know what to 

do' and if I know something then I'll try and go down and help them out as 

well. Usually when they have a tea party I'll facilitate one or two activities 

… Sometimes they'll call and say 'we've got this coming up on Saturday 

and we don't know what to do.’ So it's all very informal … [Over Christ-

mas], I had to call down … for something else but of course she got me to 

sit down, told me all about [her] plan [to go to Funderland]. She showed 

me their consent forms. ‘What did I think? How should they do it? What 

kind of activity? What about the ratios?’ … She’s mad looking for support 

and they want to do it the best way they can. 

The volunteer herself gave her perspective:

I was taking care of the ladies and I can see by my eyes the problem with 

the girls, inside the mosque, they don’t have anything to do … That’s why 

I tried to make the group. I started for two years now. My group [is] 

around maybe from 9 years old to 18 years old … Starting … to do some 

fun, like tea party or something like this. And each time I’m bringing 

somebody who can teach them something, like art, like jewellery maker, 

like anything to make them interested, so they can stay and meet as a 

group (Participant B, focus group 1). 

The enjoyment that the young women derived from the activities with CCRYS was evident 

during our discussions with the young Muslim women, at which the CCRYS project worker 

was present: 

Participant P: I really like the way that we done the spray-paint [activity]

Participant Q: [to the CCRYS worker] We’re really going to miss you. [To 

the others] She’s leaving.

Participant P: Well we might do another thing, mightn’t we?

CCRYS project worker: Well there’s talk of a project extension, which 

would mean that I would be back probably for two and a half or three 

months. 

Participant Q: Yay!

CCRYS project worker: But we’re still waiting to see. They’ve said we’re 

getting a project extension, but we still haven’t got the money for the 

project yet …

Participant X:  Yeah but what money do you use? Just bring yourself and 

come!

Participant P: You use it for the paints and all that stuff.

On the other hand, although work of this nature was a key part of the CCRYS project’s 

work and had a positive impact on the young women’s lives, it was clear that the volunteer 

at the mosque and the girls with whom she worked needed more support than the CCRYS 

intercultural project had the capacity to provide. According to the volunteer: 

Actually I work with [CCRYS project worker], she’s very good helper, but 

I need more … more ideas, more project, because you know we need it 

and I not have any contact, just only [CCRYS] but I know she [has other 

commitments too]. I prefer to have more activity, but I don’t have anything 

without help … I need more. My girls need more (Participant B, focus 

group 1)

Similarly, the CCRYS project worker said:

I'm seeing from the young people that they want to be involved in 

services and they want to be involved in activities … [The volunteer at the 

mosque] is supporting people on kind of a one-to-one level but they really 

want structured stuff. They’d love to have a weekly group. They’d love to 

have a space to tease out all [their] stuff.

An organisation providing football training to young Muslim girls also solicited support 

from CCRYS. According to the other CCRYS project worker: 

[Youth sports organisation] are just amazing … but [its director] felt 

straight away that they needed more than training. And straight away he 

put in a personal development space for them. And that's where I actually 

came in and facilitated some of that space for them.

In addition to its work with the Muslim community, the intercultural youth project also 

engaged with organisations working with young Africans. One of the migrant community 

leaders recalled that: 

I knew [CCRYS project worker] and [she] would talk to [my colleague] 

about young people and she told me we should meet to talk about youth 

because of this project. So I went there and they gave me three hours, 

two hours and a half intense class on organising youth activities, which 

was very, very helpful (Participant C, focus group 1).  

Much of this work involved going beyond what the CCRYS project workers described as 

the ‘geographical model’ of youth work provision. This was a reference to the fact that, 

typically, youth work services are organised along area-specific lines. The project felt the 

need to respond to requests for support from organisations outside the Canal Communi-

ties area. These spaces ranged from a mosque, to the Phoenix Park where the Muslim 

girls played football, to migrant organisations located in Dublin’s city centre. According to 

one of the project workers:

We made a judgement and we actually just said 'you know what, we don't 

have a lot of time, we're hearing stuff from young people that are willing 

to talk to us, so even if they don't live in the area, let's listen to them and 

hear what they have to say.’ 

She went on to say:

We have access to a cohort of young people who would be willing to tell 

us why they feel they can't engage with youth services. So as long as we 

can hear the message why they're not engaging, that might actually be 

able to help us then give the youth projects locally the tools to engage 

with the young people in their own locality. 

ii. Brokering and Building Relationships 

Over the course of its lifetime, the intercultural youth project managed to create connec-

tions between young people and youth workers within youth services and young people 

from ethnic minority communities that were not involved in youth work. This was primarily 

achieved by means of collaborative projects on activities of common interest. Though 

questions remain as to the sustainability of these projects due to the ending of the project 

and capacity issues within youth services themselves, the findings do point to some 

potential in this regard. The graffiti project described by one of the youth workers above 

is one such example. The potential of such initiatives was also evident in the football activ-

ities organised by the Canal Communities Intercultural Centre (CCIC), an organisation 

which preceded the establishment of the intercultural youth project but which worked 

closely with local youth projects. One of the project workers interviewed for the research 

was employed by CCIC. She explained: 

We've run an intercultural football tournament maybe two to three times a 

year [over] three years and the first one was 'Goals for Gaza' and we were 

raising funds for a crèche in Gaza. That was community-wide, it was very 

successful and there was a great appetite for it … We realised if we use 

football and we use sport we can actually reach a whole cohort of young 

people who we haven't been able to reach with intercultural projects 

before. So with [the next project] ‘Global Goals’ we've done seven or 

eight tournaments … overall … For me it's like 'woah, this is great' 

because we can't get them to come in for anti-racism projects but they'll 

come and play football and they'll have the dinner afterwards and they'll 

do a penalty shoot-out with some fella they don't know because he looks 

like he can play. It's really good stuff. 

iii. Direct Support to Local Youth Services

In addition to fostering contact between different organisations, CCRYS intercultural youth 

project also worked to support youth organisations to increase the participation of ethnic 

minority young people in their activities. Though this work was challenged by the short 

timescale of the project, it was a hugely important feature of its work. As with other 

aspects of the project’s activities, the process was enabled and enhanced by the fact that 

one of the project workers had already established a relationship with youth services 

during her employment with CCIC and with Canal Communities Partnership and the fact 

that both project workers were experienced youth workers. 

 

The support which the project provided took a number of forms including the direct 

resourcing of youth work, such as the employment of artists to work with young people on 

intercultural issues; initiating collaborative projects described above; problem-solving 

and practical advice and information. When Muslim children began to use one youth 

project’s homework club, for example, CCRYS held two sessions with its workers and 

designed three programmes on the project’s behalf. One youth worker described her 

experience of this support as follows:

You could talk very openly to [CCRYS project worker]. I can say ‘I don’t 

understand this, it just seems mad to me, I just don’t get it’ and she’d be 

able to explain or find out. And likewise because she’s Irish she under-

stood the complexities for us as well –So we were really having very good 

conversations. 

Another youth worker suggested that: 

[CCRYS project worker] is very knowledgeable about all that type of 

[cultural competency] stuff. It’s great to have somebody who you just go 

to and bounce questions off, someone who you know you’re going to see 

every Wednesday. You definitely miss it when it’s gone. We do need that 

type of presence. [She] made it her business to be involved and it’s hard 

to describe what impact that she would have had, but just the fact that 

she’s there and just the fact that contact is there, you can talk to her about 

it, that’s just priceless.

Significantly, while this youth worker was demonstrably committed to inclusive youth work 

practice with young people from all ethnic backgrounds, for him, one of the most signifi-

cant contributions of the intercultural youth project’s presence was helping to keep the 

question of intercultural youth work on his agenda and on that of his organisation:

She’s great to have around and she’s really good at getting … me to [be] 

more aware. There’s definitely more of an awareness. There wasn’t 

enough of her.

The fact that the CCRYS workers were experienced youth workers aided the process of 

securing youth organisational buy-in to such activities. According to one of its project 

workers: 

The two of us were very, very aware of the resources and structures in the 

youth services. And as far as possible [we would] pay for the transport or 

food, have everything. [We] had to do a whole logic model for them … But 

… I know myself as a youth worker when I didn't have time to do other stuff 

and I was fire-fighting and [if] a project came and said 'I'm taking care of 

all of this,’ I was like 'I'm in.’

5.2 CCRYS Intercultural Youth Project:
What Were the Challenges? 
i. Resources and Continuity of Engagement 

The primary challenge experienced by CCRYS intercultural youth project related to the 

time-bound nature of the project and to funding cuts within youth services themselves. 

This meant that it did not always manage to have continuity of engagement with youth 

organisations in the area. In a short period of time, at least two full-time and one part-time 

posts were lost in one youth project due to funding issues. These members of staff had 

been hugely supportive of the relationship with the intercultural project and progress 

stalled following their departure. According to one youth worker: 

Only a couple of months ago we were really having good conversations 

around how to move the whole thing forward, and how to link in with the 

mosque and … that idea of doing different pieces of work and then bring-

ing the groups together and starting with small groups and trying to 

understand each other with young people that were up for it … But with 

everything, with funding and with cuts to the [project], it wasn’t feasible.

We have also seen how a CCRYS project worker was limited in how much support she 

could provide to the young Muslim women and their leader. The closure of the project has 

also meant that its support to migrant organisations has ceased, though its workers contin-

ue to provide some ad hoc support in a voluntary capacity. Given the degree to which the 

project acted as a bridge between different organisations and communities and given that 

its work helped keep intercultural youth work on the agenda of local organisations, its loss 

before the work was more embedded represents a significant barrier to furthering inclu-

sive youth work. 

Our findings confirm the continued relevance of the youth work strategies previously men-

tioned (Foróige, 2008; Lynam, 2009) in guiding youth organisations in the area of intercul-

tural youth work. Some of our recommendations below, in particular our view that intercul-

tural youth work needs to be a conscious and purposive part of practice, echo the 

concerns of such resources. Our research has also highlighted a number of issues, such 

as identity, religious/cultural value systems or parental expectations, which were not 

centrally addressed in detail in previous strategies but which are directly relevant to youth 

work. 

Our findings highlight the potential of youth work, showing for instance, that standard 

youth work methods such as art and sport can offer ways of fostering cross-community 

interaction and understanding. Such activities, however, are greatly enhanced if they can 

be part of a sustained form of engagement. 

This research also suggests that fostering youth work with young people from ethnic 

minorities may require a re-evaluation of the term ‘at risk’ within the context of youth work. 

Assuming the term continues to have salience - and we recognise its problematic nature 

- it may need to be expanded to recognise the ‘risk’ associated with experiences of racism 

and exclusion and with other challenges faced by young people from ethnic minority com-

munities. Crucially, this research demonstrates that young people from ethnic minorities 

may have complex needs relating to their sense of identity and their sense of belonging 

to Irish society. These needs can affect their participation in youth work. However, youth 

work can play a role in supporting young people in navigating such issues. 

The research further illustrates that young people from ethnic minority groups, in particu-

lar young women, may be more ‘hidden’ than Irish teenagers and that their needs may be 

best addressed within gender- or identity-specific groups. This suggests that an 

‘open-door’ policy is not sufficient to support the inclusion of such young people. The 

research also indicates that youth work with some young migrants may need to happen in 

spaces other than mainstream youth services and in ways which go beyond existing 

geographical boundaries. 

The research confirms that outreach, relationship-building and partnerships with ethnic 

minority communities and organisations remain crucial. Building the trust of parents and 

community leaders may take time. It further indicates that while cultural and religion are 

hugely important influences on young people’s lives and needs to be taken on board in 

terms of youth work planning, they do not determine all behaviour, attitudes or difference. 

The experience of CCRYS intercultural youth project and its partner youth organisations 

also suggests that while equality/anti-racist policies and training remain critical, 

‘on-the-ground’ trial and error is a key source of learning. It further demonstrates that 

having a specific project or worker dedicated to integrating young people from ethnic 

minority communities can help catalyse relationships between different organisations and 

keep intercultural youth work ‘on the agenda’.  

Finally, while this report has emphasised the position of ethnic minority young people, we 

also argue that inclusive youth work can assist young people within the ethnic majority to 

relate to the culturally diverse society in which they are growing up. 

Below, we offer some suggestions for practice based upon these findings and conclu-

sions. Each of these recommendations is offered with the caveat that there is no one ‘blue-

print’ for youth work whatever the cohort it seeks to include. 

Youth organisations/workers should:

•    Acknowledge that the inclusion of young people from ethnic minorities needs to be a 

conscious and purposive part of youth work;

•    Recognise that young people from ethnic minorities often balance a complex set of 

demands and  may need support in coping with the sometimes competing expecta-

tions on them; 

•   Support young people to feel a sense of belonging and to navigate their complex 

personal and social identities; 

•    Support young people to explore the differing value systems in which they are located; 

•    Validate young people’s experiences of racism, support young people to process its 

painful effects but also provide a framework for young people to understand and chal-

lenge racism safely;

•  Build fluency around racism and diversity in order that organisations are better 

equipped to support minority inclusion in youth work;

•    Foster critical conversations on the theme of racism with all their young people to help 

to address racist attitudes;

•    Where necessary, support young people at risk of racist abuse to travel safely to their 

projects;

•    Re-examine a traditional preference for starting work with young people from minority 

ethnic communities in integrated youth work spaces; instead youth work responses 

should be led by what the young people want and need to feel safe and included. This 

may mean establishing single-identity/gender-specific groups;

•    Develop greater religious literacy;

•    Work to diversify their staff and volunteer base; 

•    Develop relationships of trust with parents and leaders from ethnic minority communi-

ties; 

•    Where appropriate, support young people to self-organise and take action on issues 

which concern them;

•     Recognise that young people may feel uncomfortable with activities which single them 

out on the basis of their migrant/ethnic minority status or which require them to be 

‘representative’ of a particular country or culture;

•    Evaluate the efficacy of their outreach strategies to ensure that ethnic minority young 

people are not being inadvertently excluded;

•    Examine norms and cultural practices within their organisations and evaluate whether 

these may be difficult for young people from ethnic minority communities to navigate.

Youth organisations and funders should:

•    Acknowledge that funding cuts to youth work can lead to ‘fire-fighting’ and reduce the 

capacity for furthering inclusive practice;

•    Recognise the efficacy of a dedicated project or worker in supporting youth work with 

young people from ethnic minorities and allocate resources accordingly; 

•    Explore ways of replicating or adapting the model spearheaded by CCRYS intercultur-

al youth project on a regional basis and in a manner which suits local needs.  
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As mentioned in our introduction, Canal Communities Regional Youth Service established 

its intercultural youth project as a means of sustaining and mainstreaming intercultural 

work within its affiliated youth projects. The project built on previous work that the CCRYS 

had undertaken with Canal Communities Intercultural Centre (which closed in XXX) and 

work by Canal Communities Partnership. CCRYS’s intercultural youth project was housed 

within Bluebell Youth Project from where it operated — although, significantly, its develop-

ment worker based herself one day per week in each of the other two youth projects in the 

area. In what follows, we briefly discuss those aspects of the project’s work that were work 

that were successful before turning to a discussion of challenges experienced in this 

regard. 

5.1 CCRYS Intercultural Youth Project:
What Worked Well?
i. Support for Working with Young People in ‘Non-Traditional’ Youth Work Spaces 

Existing strategies to support intercultural youth work encourage youth workers to devel-

op ‘positive relationships with minority ethnic communities’ (Foróige, 2008: 44). This was 

a crucial aspect of CCRYS intercultural youth project’s work. Significantly, this involved 

responding to a desire on the part of young people to participate in structured leisure and 

developmental activities but who, for reasons relating to a lack of information, a desire for 

more autonomous spaces, cultural beliefs or religious doctrine or for reasons of safety 

were not accessing mainstream youth services. Hence, the project provided both infor-

mation and support to ethnic minority leaders in responding to the needs of their youth 

and, significantly, undertook direct youth work with the young people, albeit on an ad hoc 

basis. 

Crucial to this work was the time that had been devoted to outreach and to establishing 

relationships over the course of the lifetime of the Canal Communities Intercultural Centre, 

a partner organisation within the area within which one of project’s employees had previ-

ously worked. The fact that one of the workers was also a migrant, a Muslim and spoke 

Arabic was also significant in developing relationships. Also of importance were the work-

ers’ involvement in anti-racist activism and other voluntary work with migrant organisations 

which meant that trust was established with other organisations with relative ease. 

 

The fruits of the project’s outreach work were evident in the relationship between the 

project and members of a nearby Dublin mosque. One of the CCRYS project workers 

came to know a volunteer with the mosque who was attempting to introduce activities for 

young women. The project worker described the origins of the relationship: 

There's a volunteer [in the mosque] who had just started a tea party for 

young women and she asked us to come in and meet the young women. 

So I went in and I met the young women and thought 'oh my God, they're 

deadly! They're really cool and they're looking for something.’ And that 

sense that here they are, they're actually in the mosque. And we're walk-

ing around asking why they weren't on the streets. But they are some-

where.

She went on to explain the nature of CCRYS intercultural youth project’s relationship with 

the group:

At different points we've gone down to do different things … So we had a 

couple of different interventions using community arts. And I would have 

gone down and done planning and preparation with the girls. When 

they're having their own stuff going on in the mosque, sometimes [the 

volunteer] would just say to me 'will you pop down and see the girls? 

They'd love to see you.’

She elaborated upon the nature of the support that she provided:

So I just get on great with [this volunteer] … She is trying to get things off 

the ground for young women … So if she says to me 'I don't know what to 

do' and if I know something then I'll try and go down and help them out as 

well. Usually when they have a tea party I'll facilitate one or two activities 

… Sometimes they'll call and say 'we've got this coming up on Saturday 

and we don't know what to do.’ So it's all very informal … [Over Christ-

mas], I had to call down … for something else but of course she got me to 

sit down, told me all about [her] plan [to go to Funderland]. She showed 

me their consent forms. ‘What did I think? How should they do it? What 

kind of activity? What about the ratios?’ … She’s mad looking for support 

and they want to do it the best way they can. 

The volunteer herself gave her perspective:

I was taking care of the ladies and I can see by my eyes the problem with 

the girls, inside the mosque, they don’t have anything to do … That’s why 

I tried to make the group. I started for two years now. My group [is] 

around maybe from 9 years old to 18 years old … Starting … to do some 

fun, like tea party or something like this. And each time I’m bringing 

somebody who can teach them something, like art, like jewellery maker, 

like anything to make them interested, so they can stay and meet as a 

group (Participant B, focus group 1). 

The enjoyment that the young women derived from the activities with CCRYS was evident 

during our discussions with the young Muslim women, at which the CCRYS project worker 

was present: 

Participant P: I really like the way that we done the spray-paint [activity]

Participant Q: [to the CCRYS worker] We’re really going to miss you. [To 

the others] She’s leaving.

Participant P: Well we might do another thing, mightn’t we?

CCRYS project worker: Well there’s talk of a project extension, which 

would mean that I would be back probably for two and a half or three 

months. 

Participant Q: Yay!

CCRYS project worker: But we’re still waiting to see. They’ve said we’re 

getting a project extension, but we still haven’t got the money for the 

project yet …

Participant X:  Yeah but what money do you use? Just bring yourself and 

come!

Participant P: You use it for the paints and all that stuff.

On the other hand, although work of this nature was a key part of the CCRYS project’s 

work and had a positive impact on the young women’s lives, it was clear that the volunteer 

at the mosque and the girls with whom she worked needed more support than the CCRYS 

intercultural project had the capacity to provide. According to the volunteer: 

Actually I work with [CCRYS project worker], she’s very good helper, but 

I need more … more ideas, more project, because you know we need it 

and I not have any contact, just only [CCRYS] but I know she [has other 

commitments too]. I prefer to have more activity, but I don’t have anything 

without help … I need more. My girls need more (Participant B, focus 

group 1)

Similarly, the CCRYS project worker said:

I'm seeing from the young people that they want to be involved in 

services and they want to be involved in activities … [The volunteer at the 

mosque] is supporting people on kind of a one-to-one level but they really 

want structured stuff. They’d love to have a weekly group. They’d love to 

have a space to tease out all [their] stuff.

An organisation providing football training to young Muslim girls also solicited support 

from CCRYS. According to the other CCRYS project worker: 

[Youth sports organisation] are just amazing … but [its director] felt 

straight away that they needed more than training. And straight away he 

put in a personal development space for them. And that's where I actually 

came in and facilitated some of that space for them.

In addition to its work with the Muslim community, the intercultural youth project also 

engaged with organisations working with young Africans. One of the migrant community 

leaders recalled that: 

I knew [CCRYS project worker] and [she] would talk to [my colleague] 

about young people and she told me we should meet to talk about youth 

because of this project. So I went there and they gave me three hours, 

two hours and a half intense class on organising youth activities, which 

was very, very helpful (Participant C, focus group 1).  

Much of this work involved going beyond what the CCRYS project workers described as 

the ‘geographical model’ of youth work provision. This was a reference to the fact that, 

typically, youth work services are organised along area-specific lines. The project felt the 

need to respond to requests for support from organisations outside the Canal Communi-

ties area. These spaces ranged from a mosque, to the Phoenix Park where the Muslim 

girls played football, to migrant organisations located in Dublin’s city centre. According to 

one of the project workers:

We made a judgement and we actually just said 'you know what, we don't 

have a lot of time, we're hearing stuff from young people that are willing 

to talk to us, so even if they don't live in the area, let's listen to them and 

hear what they have to say.’ 

She went on to say:

We have access to a cohort of young people who would be willing to tell 

us why they feel they can't engage with youth services. So as long as we 

can hear the message why they're not engaging, that might actually be 

able to help us then give the youth projects locally the tools to engage 

with the young people in their own locality. 

ii. Brokering and Building Relationships 

Over the course of its lifetime, the intercultural youth project managed to create connec-

tions between young people and youth workers within youth services and young people 

from ethnic minority communities that were not involved in youth work. This was primarily 

achieved by means of collaborative projects on activities of common interest. Though 

questions remain as to the sustainability of these projects due to the ending of the project 

and capacity issues within youth services themselves, the findings do point to some 

potential in this regard. The graffiti project described by one of the youth workers above 

is one such example. The potential of such initiatives was also evident in the football activ-

ities organised by the Canal Communities Intercultural Centre (CCIC), an organisation 

which preceded the establishment of the intercultural youth project but which worked 

closely with local youth projects. One of the project workers interviewed for the research 

was employed by CCIC. She explained: 

We've run an intercultural football tournament maybe two to three times a 

year [over] three years and the first one was 'Goals for Gaza' and we were 

raising funds for a crèche in Gaza. That was community-wide, it was very 

successful and there was a great appetite for it … We realised if we use 

football and we use sport we can actually reach a whole cohort of young 

people who we haven't been able to reach with intercultural projects 

before. So with [the next project] ‘Global Goals’ we've done seven or 

eight tournaments … overall … For me it's like 'woah, this is great' 

because we can't get them to come in for anti-racism projects but they'll 

come and play football and they'll have the dinner afterwards and they'll 

do a penalty shoot-out with some fella they don't know because he looks 

like he can play. It's really good stuff. 

iii. Direct Support to Local Youth Services

In addition to fostering contact between different organisations, CCRYS intercultural youth 

project also worked to support youth organisations to increase the participation of ethnic 

minority young people in their activities. Though this work was challenged by the short 

timescale of the project, it was a hugely important feature of its work. As with other 

aspects of the project’s activities, the process was enabled and enhanced by the fact that 

one of the project workers had already established a relationship with youth services 

during her employment with CCIC and with Canal Communities Partnership and the fact 

that both project workers were experienced youth workers. 

 

The support which the project provided took a number of forms including the direct 

resourcing of youth work, such as the employment of artists to work with young people on 

intercultural issues; initiating collaborative projects described above; problem-solving 

and practical advice and information. When Muslim children began to use one youth 

project’s homework club, for example, CCRYS held two sessions with its workers and 

designed three programmes on the project’s behalf. One youth worker described her 

experience of this support as follows:

You could talk very openly to [CCRYS project worker]. I can say ‘I don’t 

understand this, it just seems mad to me, I just don’t get it’ and she’d be 

able to explain or find out. And likewise because she’s Irish she under-

stood the complexities for us as well –So we were really having very good 

conversations. 

Another youth worker suggested that: 

[CCRYS project worker] is very knowledgeable about all that type of 

[cultural competency] stuff. It’s great to have somebody who you just go 

to and bounce questions off, someone who you know you’re going to see 

every Wednesday. You definitely miss it when it’s gone. We do need that 

type of presence. [She] made it her business to be involved and it’s hard 

to describe what impact that she would have had, but just the fact that 

she’s there and just the fact that contact is there, you can talk to her about 

it, that’s just priceless.

Significantly, while this youth worker was demonstrably committed to inclusive youth work 

practice with young people from all ethnic backgrounds, for him, one of the most signifi-

cant contributions of the intercultural youth project’s presence was helping to keep the 

question of intercultural youth work on his agenda and on that of his organisation:

She’s great to have around and she’s really good at getting … me to [be] 

more aware. There’s definitely more of an awareness. There wasn’t 

enough of her.

The fact that the CCRYS workers were experienced youth workers aided the process of 

securing youth organisational buy-in to such activities. According to one of its project 

workers: 

The two of us were very, very aware of the resources and structures in the 

youth services. And as far as possible [we would] pay for the transport or 

food, have everything. [We] had to do a whole logic model for them … But 

… I know myself as a youth worker when I didn't have time to do other stuff 

and I was fire-fighting and [if] a project came and said 'I'm taking care of 

all of this,’ I was like 'I'm in.’

5.2 CCRYS Intercultural Youth Project:
What Were the Challenges? 
i. Resources and Continuity of Engagement 

The primary challenge experienced by CCRYS intercultural youth project related to the 

time-bound nature of the project and to funding cuts within youth services themselves. 

This meant that it did not always manage to have continuity of engagement with youth 

organisations in the area. In a short period of time, at least two full-time and one part-time 

posts were lost in one youth project due to funding issues. These members of staff had 

been hugely supportive of the relationship with the intercultural project and progress 

stalled following their departure. According to one youth worker: 

Only a couple of months ago we were really having good conversations 

around how to move the whole thing forward, and how to link in with the 

mosque and … that idea of doing different pieces of work and then bring-

ing the groups together and starting with small groups and trying to 

understand each other with young people that were up for it … But with 

everything, with funding and with cuts to the [project], it wasn’t feasible.

We have also seen how a CCRYS project worker was limited in how much support she 

could provide to the young Muslim women and their leader. The closure of the project has 

also meant that its support to migrant organisations has ceased, though its workers contin-

ue to provide some ad hoc support in a voluntary capacity. Given the degree to which the 

project acted as a bridge between different organisations and communities and given that 

its work helped keep intercultural youth work on the agenda of local organisations, its loss 

before the work was more embedded represents a significant barrier to furthering inclu-

sive youth work. 

Our findings confirm the continued relevance of the youth work strategies previously men-

tioned (Foróige, 2008; Lynam, 2009) in guiding youth organisations in the area of intercul-

tural youth work. Some of our recommendations below, in particular our view that intercul-

tural youth work needs to be a conscious and purposive part of practice, echo the 

concerns of such resources. Our research has also highlighted a number of issues, such 

as identity, religious/cultural value systems or parental expectations, which were not 

centrally addressed in detail in previous strategies but which are directly relevant to youth 

work. 

Our findings highlight the potential of youth work, showing for instance, that standard 

youth work methods such as art and sport can offer ways of fostering cross-community 

interaction and understanding. Such activities, however, are greatly enhanced if they can 

be part of a sustained form of engagement. 

This research also suggests that fostering youth work with young people from ethnic 

minorities may require a re-evaluation of the term ‘at risk’ within the context of youth work. 

Assuming the term continues to have salience - and we recognise its problematic nature 

- it may need to be expanded to recognise the ‘risk’ associated with experiences of racism 

and exclusion and with other challenges faced by young people from ethnic minority com-

munities. Crucially, this research demonstrates that young people from ethnic minorities 

may have complex needs relating to their sense of identity and their sense of belonging 

to Irish society. These needs can affect their participation in youth work. However, youth 

work can play a role in supporting young people in navigating such issues. 

The research further illustrates that young people from ethnic minority groups, in particu-

lar young women, may be more ‘hidden’ than Irish teenagers and that their needs may be 

best addressed within gender- or identity-specific groups. This suggests that an 

‘open-door’ policy is not sufficient to support the inclusion of such young people. The 

research also indicates that youth work with some young migrants may need to happen in 

spaces other than mainstream youth services and in ways which go beyond existing 

geographical boundaries. 

The research confirms that outreach, relationship-building and partnerships with ethnic 

minority communities and organisations remain crucial. Building the trust of parents and 

community leaders may take time. It further indicates that while cultural and religion are 

hugely important influences on young people’s lives and needs to be taken on board in 

terms of youth work planning, they do not determine all behaviour, attitudes or difference. 

The experience of CCRYS intercultural youth project and its partner youth organisations 

also suggests that while equality/anti-racist policies and training remain critical, 

‘on-the-ground’ trial and error is a key source of learning. It further demonstrates that 

having a specific project or worker dedicated to integrating young people from ethnic 

minority communities can help catalyse relationships between different organisations and 

keep intercultural youth work ‘on the agenda’.  

Finally, while this report has emphasised the position of ethnic minority young people, we 

also argue that inclusive youth work can assist young people within the ethnic majority to 

relate to the culturally diverse society in which they are growing up. 

Below, we offer some suggestions for practice based upon these findings and conclu-

sions. Each of these recommendations is offered with the caveat that there is no one ‘blue-

print’ for youth work whatever the cohort it seeks to include. 

Youth organisations/workers should:

•    Acknowledge that the inclusion of young people from ethnic minorities needs to be a 

conscious and purposive part of youth work;

•    Recognise that young people from ethnic minorities often balance a complex set of 

demands and  may need support in coping with the sometimes competing expecta-

tions on them; 

•   Support young people to feel a sense of belonging and to navigate their complex 

personal and social identities; 

•    Support young people to explore the differing value systems in which they are located; 

•    Validate young people’s experiences of racism, support young people to process its 

painful effects but also provide a framework for young people to understand and chal-

lenge racism safely;

•  Build fluency around racism and diversity in order that organisations are better 

equipped to support minority inclusion in youth work;

•    Foster critical conversations on the theme of racism with all their young people to help 

to address racist attitudes;

•    Where necessary, support young people at risk of racist abuse to travel safely to their 

projects;

•    Re-examine a traditional preference for starting work with young people from minority 

ethnic communities in integrated youth work spaces; instead youth work responses 

should be led by what the young people want and need to feel safe and included. This 

may mean establishing single-identity/gender-specific groups;

•    Develop greater religious literacy;

•    Work to diversify their staff and volunteer base; 

•    Develop relationships of trust with parents and leaders from ethnic minority communi-

ties; 

•    Where appropriate, support young people to self-organise and take action on issues 

which concern them;

•     Recognise that young people may feel uncomfortable with activities which single them 

out on the basis of their migrant/ethnic minority status or which require them to be 

‘representative’ of a particular country or culture;

•    Evaluate the efficacy of their outreach strategies to ensure that ethnic minority young 

people are not being inadvertently excluded;

•    Examine norms and cultural practices within their organisations and evaluate whether 

these may be difficult for young people from ethnic minority communities to navigate.

Youth organisations and funders should:

•    Acknowledge that funding cuts to youth work can lead to ‘fire-fighting’ and reduce the 

capacity for furthering inclusive practice;

•    Recognise the efficacy of a dedicated project or worker in supporting youth work with 

young people from ethnic minorities and allocate resources accordingly; 

•    Explore ways of replicating or adapting the model spearheaded by CCRYS intercultur-

al youth project on a regional basis and in a manner which suits local needs.  
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As mentioned in our introduction, Canal Communities Regional Youth Service established 

its intercultural youth project as a means of sustaining and mainstreaming intercultural 

work within its affiliated youth projects. The project built on previous work that the CCRYS 

had undertaken with Canal Communities Intercultural Centre (which closed in XXX) and 

work by Canal Communities Partnership. CCRYS’s intercultural youth project was housed 

within Bluebell Youth Project from where it operated — although, significantly, its develop-

ment worker based herself one day per week in each of the other two youth projects in the 

area. In what follows, we briefly discuss those aspects of the project’s work that were work 

that were successful before turning to a discussion of challenges experienced in this 

regard. 

5.1 CCRYS Intercultural Youth Project:
What Worked Well?
i. Support for Working with Young People in ‘Non-Traditional’ Youth Work Spaces 

Existing strategies to support intercultural youth work encourage youth workers to devel-

op ‘positive relationships with minority ethnic communities’ (Foróige, 2008: 44). This was 

a crucial aspect of CCRYS intercultural youth project’s work. Significantly, this involved 

responding to a desire on the part of young people to participate in structured leisure and 

developmental activities but who, for reasons relating to a lack of information, a desire for 

more autonomous spaces, cultural beliefs or religious doctrine or for reasons of safety 

were not accessing mainstream youth services. Hence, the project provided both infor-

mation and support to ethnic minority leaders in responding to the needs of their youth 

and, significantly, undertook direct youth work with the young people, albeit on an ad hoc 

basis. 

Crucial to this work was the time that had been devoted to outreach and to establishing 

relationships over the course of the lifetime of the Canal Communities Intercultural Centre, 

a partner organisation within the area within which one of project’s employees had previ-

ously worked. The fact that one of the workers was also a migrant, a Muslim and spoke 

Arabic was also significant in developing relationships. Also of importance were the work-

ers’ involvement in anti-racist activism and other voluntary work with migrant organisations 

which meant that trust was established with other organisations with relative ease. 

 

The fruits of the project’s outreach work were evident in the relationship between the 

project and members of a nearby Dublin mosque. One of the CCRYS project workers 

came to know a volunteer with the mosque who was attempting to introduce activities for 

young women. The project worker described the origins of the relationship: 

There's a volunteer [in the mosque] who had just started a tea party for 

young women and she asked us to come in and meet the young women. 

So I went in and I met the young women and thought 'oh my God, they're 

deadly! They're really cool and they're looking for something.’ And that 

sense that here they are, they're actually in the mosque. And we're walk-

ing around asking why they weren't on the streets. But they are some-

where.

She went on to explain the nature of CCRYS intercultural youth project’s relationship with 

the group:

At different points we've gone down to do different things … So we had a 

couple of different interventions using community arts. And I would have 

gone down and done planning and preparation with the girls. When 

they're having their own stuff going on in the mosque, sometimes [the 

volunteer] would just say to me 'will you pop down and see the girls? 

They'd love to see you.’

She elaborated upon the nature of the support that she provided:

So I just get on great with [this volunteer] … She is trying to get things off 

the ground for young women … So if she says to me 'I don't know what to 

do' and if I know something then I'll try and go down and help them out as 

well. Usually when they have a tea party I'll facilitate one or two activities 

… Sometimes they'll call and say 'we've got this coming up on Saturday 

and we don't know what to do.’ So it's all very informal … [Over Christ-

mas], I had to call down … for something else but of course she got me to 

sit down, told me all about [her] plan [to go to Funderland]. She showed 

me their consent forms. ‘What did I think? How should they do it? What 

kind of activity? What about the ratios?’ … She’s mad looking for support 

and they want to do it the best way they can. 

The volunteer herself gave her perspective:

I was taking care of the ladies and I can see by my eyes the problem with 

the girls, inside the mosque, they don’t have anything to do … That’s why 

I tried to make the group. I started for two years now. My group [is] 

around maybe from 9 years old to 18 years old … Starting … to do some 

fun, like tea party or something like this. And each time I’m bringing 

somebody who can teach them something, like art, like jewellery maker, 

like anything to make them interested, so they can stay and meet as a 

group (Participant B, focus group 1). 

The enjoyment that the young women derived from the activities with CCRYS was evident 

during our discussions with the young Muslim women, at which the CCRYS project worker 

was present: 

Participant P: I really like the way that we done the spray-paint [activity]

Participant Q: [to the CCRYS worker] We’re really going to miss you. [To 

the others] She’s leaving.

Participant P: Well we might do another thing, mightn’t we?

CCRYS project worker: Well there’s talk of a project extension, which 

would mean that I would be back probably for two and a half or three 

months. 

Participant Q: Yay!

CCRYS project worker: But we’re still waiting to see. They’ve said we’re 

getting a project extension, but we still haven’t got the money for the 

project yet …

Participant X:  Yeah but what money do you use? Just bring yourself and 

come!

Participant P: You use it for the paints and all that stuff.

On the other hand, although work of this nature was a key part of the CCRYS project’s 

work and had a positive impact on the young women’s lives, it was clear that the volunteer 

at the mosque and the girls with whom she worked needed more support than the CCRYS 

intercultural project had the capacity to provide. According to the volunteer: 

Actually I work with [CCRYS project worker], she’s very good helper, but 

I need more … more ideas, more project, because you know we need it 

and I not have any contact, just only [CCRYS] but I know she [has other 

commitments too]. I prefer to have more activity, but I don’t have anything 

without help … I need more. My girls need more (Participant B, focus 

group 1)

Similarly, the CCRYS project worker said:

I'm seeing from the young people that they want to be involved in 

services and they want to be involved in activities … [The volunteer at the 

mosque] is supporting people on kind of a one-to-one level but they really 

want structured stuff. They’d love to have a weekly group. They’d love to 

have a space to tease out all [their] stuff.

An organisation providing football training to young Muslim girls also solicited support 

from CCRYS. According to the other CCRYS project worker: 

[Youth sports organisation] are just amazing … but [its director] felt 

straight away that they needed more than training. And straight away he 

put in a personal development space for them. And that's where I actually 

came in and facilitated some of that space for them.

In addition to its work with the Muslim community, the intercultural youth project also 

engaged with organisations working with young Africans. One of the migrant community 

leaders recalled that: 

I knew [CCRYS project worker] and [she] would talk to [my colleague] 

about young people and she told me we should meet to talk about youth 

because of this project. So I went there and they gave me three hours, 

two hours and a half intense class on organising youth activities, which 

was very, very helpful (Participant C, focus group 1).  

Much of this work involved going beyond what the CCRYS project workers described as 

the ‘geographical model’ of youth work provision. This was a reference to the fact that, 

typically, youth work services are organised along area-specific lines. The project felt the 

need to respond to requests for support from organisations outside the Canal Communi-

ties area. These spaces ranged from a mosque, to the Phoenix Park where the Muslim 

girls played football, to migrant organisations located in Dublin’s city centre. According to 

one of the project workers:

We made a judgement and we actually just said 'you know what, we don't 

have a lot of time, we're hearing stuff from young people that are willing 

to talk to us, so even if they don't live in the area, let's listen to them and 

hear what they have to say.’ 

She went on to say:

We have access to a cohort of young people who would be willing to tell 

us why they feel they can't engage with youth services. So as long as we 

can hear the message why they're not engaging, that might actually be 

able to help us then give the youth projects locally the tools to engage 

with the young people in their own locality. 

ii. Brokering and Building Relationships 

Over the course of its lifetime, the intercultural youth project managed to create connec-

tions between young people and youth workers within youth services and young people 

from ethnic minority communities that were not involved in youth work. This was primarily 

achieved by means of collaborative projects on activities of common interest. Though 

questions remain as to the sustainability of these projects due to the ending of the project 

and capacity issues within youth services themselves, the findings do point to some 

potential in this regard. The graffiti project described by one of the youth workers above 

is one such example. The potential of such initiatives was also evident in the football activ-

ities organised by the Canal Communities Intercultural Centre (CCIC), an organisation 

which preceded the establishment of the intercultural youth project but which worked 

closely with local youth projects. One of the project workers interviewed for the research 

was employed by CCIC. She explained: 

We've run an intercultural football tournament maybe two to three times a 

year [over] three years and the first one was 'Goals for Gaza' and we were 

raising funds for a crèche in Gaza. That was community-wide, it was very 

successful and there was a great appetite for it … We realised if we use 

football and we use sport we can actually reach a whole cohort of young 

people who we haven't been able to reach with intercultural projects 

before. So with [the next project] ‘Global Goals’ we've done seven or 

eight tournaments … overall … For me it's like 'woah, this is great' 

because we can't get them to come in for anti-racism projects but they'll 

come and play football and they'll have the dinner afterwards and they'll 

do a penalty shoot-out with some fella they don't know because he looks 

like he can play. It's really good stuff. 

iii. Direct Support to Local Youth Services

In addition to fostering contact between different organisations, CCRYS intercultural youth 

project also worked to support youth organisations to increase the participation of ethnic 

minority young people in their activities. Though this work was challenged by the short 

timescale of the project, it was a hugely important feature of its work. As with other 

aspects of the project’s activities, the process was enabled and enhanced by the fact that 

one of the project workers had already established a relationship with youth services 

during her employment with CCIC and with Canal Communities Partnership and the fact 

that both project workers were experienced youth workers. 

 

The support which the project provided took a number of forms including the direct 

resourcing of youth work, such as the employment of artists to work with young people on 

intercultural issues; initiating collaborative projects described above; problem-solving 

and practical advice and information. When Muslim children began to use one youth 

project’s homework club, for example, CCRYS held two sessions with its workers and 

designed three programmes on the project’s behalf. One youth worker described her 

experience of this support as follows:

You could talk very openly to [CCRYS project worker]. I can say ‘I don’t 

understand this, it just seems mad to me, I just don’t get it’ and she’d be 

able to explain or find out. And likewise because she’s Irish she under-

stood the complexities for us as well –So we were really having very good 

conversations. 

Another youth worker suggested that: 

[CCRYS project worker] is very knowledgeable about all that type of 

[cultural competency] stuff. It’s great to have somebody who you just go 

to and bounce questions off, someone who you know you’re going to see 

every Wednesday. You definitely miss it when it’s gone. We do need that 

type of presence. [She] made it her business to be involved and it’s hard 

to describe what impact that she would have had, but just the fact that 

she’s there and just the fact that contact is there, you can talk to her about 

it, that’s just priceless.

Significantly, while this youth worker was demonstrably committed to inclusive youth work 

practice with young people from all ethnic backgrounds, for him, one of the most signifi-

cant contributions of the intercultural youth project’s presence was helping to keep the 

question of intercultural youth work on his agenda and on that of his organisation:

She’s great to have around and she’s really good at getting … me to [be] 

more aware. There’s definitely more of an awareness. There wasn’t 

enough of her.

The fact that the CCRYS workers were experienced youth workers aided the process of 

securing youth organisational buy-in to such activities. According to one of its project 

workers: 

The two of us were very, very aware of the resources and structures in the 

youth services. And as far as possible [we would] pay for the transport or 

food, have everything. [We] had to do a whole logic model for them … But 

… I know myself as a youth worker when I didn't have time to do other stuff 

and I was fire-fighting and [if] a project came and said 'I'm taking care of 

all of this,’ I was like 'I'm in.’

5.2 CCRYS Intercultural Youth Project:
What Were the Challenges? 
i. Resources and Continuity of Engagement 

The primary challenge experienced by CCRYS intercultural youth project related to the 

time-bound nature of the project and to funding cuts within youth services themselves. 

This meant that it did not always manage to have continuity of engagement with youth 

organisations in the area. In a short period of time, at least two full-time and one part-time 

posts were lost in one youth project due to funding issues. These members of staff had 

been hugely supportive of the relationship with the intercultural project and progress 

stalled following their departure. According to one youth worker: 

Only a couple of months ago we were really having good conversations 

around how to move the whole thing forward, and how to link in with the 

mosque and … that idea of doing different pieces of work and then bring-

ing the groups together and starting with small groups and trying to 

understand each other with young people that were up for it … But with 

everything, with funding and with cuts to the [project], it wasn’t feasible.

We have also seen how a CCRYS project worker was limited in how much support she 

could provide to the young Muslim women and their leader. The closure of the project has 

also meant that its support to migrant organisations has ceased, though its workers contin-

ue to provide some ad hoc support in a voluntary capacity. Given the degree to which the 

project acted as a bridge between different organisations and communities and given that 

its work helped keep intercultural youth work on the agenda of local organisations, its loss 

before the work was more embedded represents a significant barrier to furthering inclu-

sive youth work. 

Our findings confirm the continued relevance of the youth work strategies previously men-

tioned (Foróige, 2008; Lynam, 2009) in guiding youth organisations in the area of intercul-

tural youth work. Some of our recommendations below, in particular our view that intercul-

tural youth work needs to be a conscious and purposive part of practice, echo the 

concerns of such resources. Our research has also highlighted a number of issues, such 

as identity, religious/cultural value systems or parental expectations, which were not 

centrally addressed in detail in previous strategies but which are directly relevant to youth 

work. 

Our findings highlight the potential of youth work, showing for instance, that standard 

youth work methods such as art and sport can offer ways of fostering cross-community 

interaction and understanding. Such activities, however, are greatly enhanced if they can 

be part of a sustained form of engagement. 

This research also suggests that fostering youth work with young people from ethnic 

minorities may require a re-evaluation of the term ‘at risk’ within the context of youth work. 

Assuming the term continues to have salience - and we recognise its problematic nature 

- it may need to be expanded to recognise the ‘risk’ associated with experiences of racism 

and exclusion and with other challenges faced by young people from ethnic minority com-

munities. Crucially, this research demonstrates that young people from ethnic minorities 

may have complex needs relating to their sense of identity and their sense of belonging 

to Irish society. These needs can affect their participation in youth work. However, youth 

work can play a role in supporting young people in navigating such issues. 

The research further illustrates that young people from ethnic minority groups, in particu-

lar young women, may be more ‘hidden’ than Irish teenagers and that their needs may be 

best addressed within gender- or identity-specific groups. This suggests that an 

‘open-door’ policy is not sufficient to support the inclusion of such young people. The 

research also indicates that youth work with some young migrants may need to happen in 

spaces other than mainstream youth services and in ways which go beyond existing 

geographical boundaries. 

The research confirms that outreach, relationship-building and partnerships with ethnic 

minority communities and organisations remain crucial. Building the trust of parents and 

community leaders may take time. It further indicates that while cultural and religion are 

hugely important influences on young people’s lives and needs to be taken on board in 

terms of youth work planning, they do not determine all behaviour, attitudes or difference. 

The experience of CCRYS intercultural youth project and its partner youth organisations 

also suggests that while equality/anti-racist policies and training remain critical, 

‘on-the-ground’ trial and error is a key source of learning. It further demonstrates that 

having a specific project or worker dedicated to integrating young people from ethnic 

minority communities can help catalyse relationships between different organisations and 

keep intercultural youth work ‘on the agenda’.  

Finally, while this report has emphasised the position of ethnic minority young people, we 

also argue that inclusive youth work can assist young people within the ethnic majority to 

relate to the culturally diverse society in which they are growing up. 

Below, we offer some suggestions for practice based upon these findings and conclu-

sions. Each of these recommendations is offered with the caveat that there is no one ‘blue-

print’ for youth work whatever the cohort it seeks to include. 

Youth organisations/workers should:

•    Acknowledge that the inclusion of young people from ethnic minorities needs to be a 

conscious and purposive part of youth work;

•    Recognise that young people from ethnic minorities often balance a complex set of 

demands and  may need support in coping with the sometimes competing expecta-

tions on them; 

•   Support young people to feel a sense of belonging and to navigate their complex 

personal and social identities; 

•    Support young people to explore the differing value systems in which they are located; 

•    Validate young people’s experiences of racism, support young people to process its 

painful effects but also provide a framework for young people to understand and chal-

lenge racism safely;

•  Build fluency around racism and diversity in order that organisations are better 

equipped to support minority inclusion in youth work;

•    Foster critical conversations on the theme of racism with all their young people to help 

to address racist attitudes;

•    Where necessary, support young people at risk of racist abuse to travel safely to their 

projects;

•    Re-examine a traditional preference for starting work with young people from minority 

ethnic communities in integrated youth work spaces; instead youth work responses 

should be led by what the young people want and need to feel safe and included. This 

may mean establishing single-identity/gender-specific groups;

•    Develop greater religious literacy;

•    Work to diversify their staff and volunteer base; 

•    Develop relationships of trust with parents and leaders from ethnic minority communi-

ties; 

•    Where appropriate, support young people to self-organise and take action on issues 

which concern them;

•     Recognise that young people may feel uncomfortable with activities which single them 

out on the basis of their migrant/ethnic minority status or which require them to be 

‘representative’ of a particular country or culture;

•    Evaluate the efficacy of their outreach strategies to ensure that ethnic minority young 

people are not being inadvertently excluded;

•    Examine norms and cultural practices within their organisations and evaluate whether 

these may be difficult for young people from ethnic minority communities to navigate.

Youth organisations and funders should:

•    Acknowledge that funding cuts to youth work can lead to ‘fire-fighting’ and reduce the 

capacity for furthering inclusive practice;

•    Recognise the efficacy of a dedicated project or worker in supporting youth work with 

young people from ethnic minorities and allocate resources accordingly; 

•    Explore ways of replicating or adapting the model spearheaded by CCRYS intercultur-

al youth project on a regional basis and in a manner which suits local needs.  
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As mentioned in our introduction, Canal Communities Regional Youth Service established 

its intercultural youth project as a means of sustaining and mainstreaming intercultural 

work within its affiliated youth projects. The project built on previous work that the CCRYS 

had undertaken with Canal Communities Intercultural Centre (which closed in XXX) and 

work by Canal Communities Partnership. CCRYS’s intercultural youth project was housed 

within Bluebell Youth Project from where it operated — although, significantly, its develop-

ment worker based herself one day per week in each of the other two youth projects in the 

area. In what follows, we briefly discuss those aspects of the project’s work that were work 

that were successful before turning to a discussion of challenges experienced in this 

regard. 

5.1 CCRYS Intercultural Youth Project:
What Worked Well?
i. Support for Working with Young People in ‘Non-Traditional’ Youth Work Spaces 

Existing strategies to support intercultural youth work encourage youth workers to devel-

op ‘positive relationships with minority ethnic communities’ (Foróige, 2008: 44). This was 

a crucial aspect of CCRYS intercultural youth project’s work. Significantly, this involved 

responding to a desire on the part of young people to participate in structured leisure and 

developmental activities but who, for reasons relating to a lack of information, a desire for 

more autonomous spaces, cultural beliefs or religious doctrine or for reasons of safety 

were not accessing mainstream youth services. Hence, the project provided both infor-

mation and support to ethnic minority leaders in responding to the needs of their youth 

and, significantly, undertook direct youth work with the young people, albeit on an ad hoc 

basis. 

Crucial to this work was the time that had been devoted to outreach and to establishing 

relationships over the course of the lifetime of the Canal Communities Intercultural Centre, 

a partner organisation within the area within which one of project’s employees had previ-

ously worked. The fact that one of the workers was also a migrant, a Muslim and spoke 

Arabic was also significant in developing relationships. Also of importance were the work-

ers’ involvement in anti-racist activism and other voluntary work with migrant organisations 

which meant that trust was established with other organisations with relative ease. 

 

The fruits of the project’s outreach work were evident in the relationship between the 

project and members of a nearby Dublin mosque. One of the CCRYS project workers 

came to know a volunteer with the mosque who was attempting to introduce activities for 

young women. The project worker described the origins of the relationship: 

There's a volunteer [in the mosque] who had just started a tea party for 

young women and she asked us to come in and meet the young women. 

So I went in and I met the young women and thought 'oh my God, they're 

deadly! They're really cool and they're looking for something.’ And that 

sense that here they are, they're actually in the mosque. And we're walk-

ing around asking why they weren't on the streets. But they are some-

where.

She went on to explain the nature of CCRYS intercultural youth project’s relationship with 

the group:

At different points we've gone down to do different things … So we had a 

couple of different interventions using community arts. And I would have 

gone down and done planning and preparation with the girls. When 

they're having their own stuff going on in the mosque, sometimes [the 

volunteer] would just say to me 'will you pop down and see the girls? 

They'd love to see you.’

She elaborated upon the nature of the support that she provided:

So I just get on great with [this volunteer] … She is trying to get things off 

the ground for young women … So if she says to me 'I don't know what to 

do' and if I know something then I'll try and go down and help them out as 

well. Usually when they have a tea party I'll facilitate one or two activities 

… Sometimes they'll call and say 'we've got this coming up on Saturday 

and we don't know what to do.’ So it's all very informal … [Over Christ-

mas], I had to call down … for something else but of course she got me to 

sit down, told me all about [her] plan [to go to Funderland]. She showed 

me their consent forms. ‘What did I think? How should they do it? What 

kind of activity? What about the ratios?’ … She’s mad looking for support 

and they want to do it the best way they can. 

The volunteer herself gave her perspective:

I was taking care of the ladies and I can see by my eyes the problem with 

the girls, inside the mosque, they don’t have anything to do … That’s why 

I tried to make the group. I started for two years now. My group [is] 

around maybe from 9 years old to 18 years old … Starting … to do some 

fun, like tea party or something like this. And each time I’m bringing 

somebody who can teach them something, like art, like jewellery maker, 

like anything to make them interested, so they can stay and meet as a 

group (Participant B, focus group 1). 

The enjoyment that the young women derived from the activities with CCRYS was evident 

during our discussions with the young Muslim women, at which the CCRYS project worker 

was present: 

Participant P: I really like the way that we done the spray-paint [activity]

Participant Q: [to the CCRYS worker] We’re really going to miss you. [To 

the others] She’s leaving.

Participant P: Well we might do another thing, mightn’t we?

CCRYS project worker: Well there’s talk of a project extension, which 

would mean that I would be back probably for two and a half or three 

months. 

Participant Q: Yay!

CCRYS project worker: But we’re still waiting to see. They’ve said we’re 

getting a project extension, but we still haven’t got the money for the 

project yet …

Participant X:  Yeah but what money do you use? Just bring yourself and 

come!

Participant P: You use it for the paints and all that stuff.

On the other hand, although work of this nature was a key part of the CCRYS project’s 

work and had a positive impact on the young women’s lives, it was clear that the volunteer 

at the mosque and the girls with whom she worked needed more support than the CCRYS 

intercultural project had the capacity to provide. According to the volunteer: 

Actually I work with [CCRYS project worker], she’s very good helper, but 

I need more … more ideas, more project, because you know we need it 

and I not have any contact, just only [CCRYS] but I know she [has other 

commitments too]. I prefer to have more activity, but I don’t have anything 

without help … I need more. My girls need more (Participant B, focus 

group 1)

Similarly, the CCRYS project worker said:

I'm seeing from the young people that they want to be involved in 

services and they want to be involved in activities … [The volunteer at the 

mosque] is supporting people on kind of a one-to-one level but they really 

want structured stuff. They’d love to have a weekly group. They’d love to 

have a space to tease out all [their] stuff.

An organisation providing football training to young Muslim girls also solicited support 

from CCRYS. According to the other CCRYS project worker: 

[Youth sports organisation] are just amazing … but [its director] felt 

straight away that they needed more than training. And straight away he 

put in a personal development space for them. And that's where I actually 

came in and facilitated some of that space for them.

In addition to its work with the Muslim community, the intercultural youth project also 

engaged with organisations working with young Africans. One of the migrant community 

leaders recalled that: 

I knew [CCRYS project worker] and [she] would talk to [my colleague] 

about young people and she told me we should meet to talk about youth 

because of this project. So I went there and they gave me three hours, 

two hours and a half intense class on organising youth activities, which 

was very, very helpful (Participant C, focus group 1).  

Much of this work involved going beyond what the CCRYS project workers described as 

the ‘geographical model’ of youth work provision. This was a reference to the fact that, 

typically, youth work services are organised along area-specific lines. The project felt the 

need to respond to requests for support from organisations outside the Canal Communi-

ties area. These spaces ranged from a mosque, to the Phoenix Park where the Muslim 

girls played football, to migrant organisations located in Dublin’s city centre. According to 

one of the project workers:

We made a judgement and we actually just said 'you know what, we don't 

have a lot of time, we're hearing stuff from young people that are willing 

to talk to us, so even if they don't live in the area, let's listen to them and 

hear what they have to say.’ 

She went on to say:

We have access to a cohort of young people who would be willing to tell 

us why they feel they can't engage with youth services. So as long as we 

can hear the message why they're not engaging, that might actually be 

able to help us then give the youth projects locally the tools to engage 

with the young people in their own locality. 

ii. Brokering and Building Relationships 

Over the course of its lifetime, the intercultural youth project managed to create connec-

tions between young people and youth workers within youth services and young people 

from ethnic minority communities that were not involved in youth work. This was primarily 

achieved by means of collaborative projects on activities of common interest. Though 

questions remain as to the sustainability of these projects due to the ending of the project 

and capacity issues within youth services themselves, the findings do point to some 

potential in this regard. The graffiti project described by one of the youth workers above 

is one such example. The potential of such initiatives was also evident in the football activ-

ities organised by the Canal Communities Intercultural Centre (CCIC), an organisation 

which preceded the establishment of the intercultural youth project but which worked 

closely with local youth projects. One of the project workers interviewed for the research 

was employed by CCIC. She explained: 

We've run an intercultural football tournament maybe two to three times a 

year [over] three years and the first one was 'Goals for Gaza' and we were 

raising funds for a crèche in Gaza. That was community-wide, it was very 

successful and there was a great appetite for it … We realised if we use 

football and we use sport we can actually reach a whole cohort of young 

people who we haven't been able to reach with intercultural projects 

before. So with [the next project] ‘Global Goals’ we've done seven or 

eight tournaments … overall … For me it's like 'woah, this is great' 

because we can't get them to come in for anti-racism projects but they'll 

come and play football and they'll have the dinner afterwards and they'll 

do a penalty shoot-out with some fella they don't know because he looks 

like he can play. It's really good stuff. 

iii. Direct Support to Local Youth Services

In addition to fostering contact between different organisations, CCRYS intercultural youth 

project also worked to support youth organisations to increase the participation of ethnic 

minority young people in their activities. Though this work was challenged by the short 

timescale of the project, it was a hugely important feature of its work. As with other 

aspects of the project’s activities, the process was enabled and enhanced by the fact that 

one of the project workers had already established a relationship with youth services 

during her employment with CCIC and with Canal Communities Partnership and the fact 

that both project workers were experienced youth workers. 

 

The support which the project provided took a number of forms including the direct 

resourcing of youth work, such as the employment of artists to work with young people on 

intercultural issues; initiating collaborative projects described above; problem-solving 

and practical advice and information. When Muslim children began to use one youth 

project’s homework club, for example, CCRYS held two sessions with its workers and 

designed three programmes on the project’s behalf. One youth worker described her 

experience of this support as follows:

You could talk very openly to [CCRYS project worker]. I can say ‘I don’t 

understand this, it just seems mad to me, I just don’t get it’ and she’d be 

able to explain or find out. And likewise because she’s Irish she under-

stood the complexities for us as well –So we were really having very good 

conversations. 

Another youth worker suggested that: 

[CCRYS project worker] is very knowledgeable about all that type of 

[cultural competency] stuff. It’s great to have somebody who you just go 

to and bounce questions off, someone who you know you’re going to see 

every Wednesday. You definitely miss it when it’s gone. We do need that 

type of presence. [She] made it her business to be involved and it’s hard 

to describe what impact that she would have had, but just the fact that 

she’s there and just the fact that contact is there, you can talk to her about 

it, that’s just priceless.

Significantly, while this youth worker was demonstrably committed to inclusive youth work 

practice with young people from all ethnic backgrounds, for him, one of the most signifi-

cant contributions of the intercultural youth project’s presence was helping to keep the 

question of intercultural youth work on his agenda and on that of his organisation:

She’s great to have around and she’s really good at getting … me to [be] 

more aware. There’s definitely more of an awareness. There wasn’t 

enough of her.

The fact that the CCRYS workers were experienced youth workers aided the process of 

securing youth organisational buy-in to such activities. According to one of its project 

workers: 

The two of us were very, very aware of the resources and structures in the 

youth services. And as far as possible [we would] pay for the transport or 

food, have everything. [We] had to do a whole logic model for them … But 

… I know myself as a youth worker when I didn't have time to do other stuff 

and I was fire-fighting and [if] a project came and said 'I'm taking care of 

all of this,’ I was like 'I'm in.’

5.2 CCRYS Intercultural Youth Project:
What Were the Challenges? 
i. Resources and Continuity of Engagement 

The primary challenge experienced by CCRYS intercultural youth project related to the 

time-bound nature of the project and to funding cuts within youth services themselves. 

This meant that it did not always manage to have continuity of engagement with youth 

organisations in the area. In a short period of time, at least two full-time and one part-time 

posts were lost in one youth project due to funding issues. These members of staff had 

been hugely supportive of the relationship with the intercultural project and progress 

stalled following their departure. According to one youth worker: 

Only a couple of months ago we were really having good conversations 

around how to move the whole thing forward, and how to link in with the 

mosque and … that idea of doing different pieces of work and then bring-

ing the groups together and starting with small groups and trying to 

understand each other with young people that were up for it … But with 

everything, with funding and with cuts to the [project], it wasn’t feasible.

We have also seen how a CCRYS project worker was limited in how much support she 

could provide to the young Muslim women and their leader. The closure of the project has 

also meant that its support to migrant organisations has ceased, though its workers contin-

ue to provide some ad hoc support in a voluntary capacity. Given the degree to which the 

project acted as a bridge between different organisations and communities and given that 

its work helped keep intercultural youth work on the agenda of local organisations, its loss 

before the work was more embedded represents a significant barrier to furthering inclu-

sive youth work. 

Our findings confirm the continued relevance of the youth work strategies previously men-

tioned (Foróige, 2008; Lynam, 2009) in guiding youth organisations in the area of intercul-

tural youth work. Some of our recommendations below, in particular our view that intercul-

tural youth work needs to be a conscious and purposive part of practice, echo the 

concerns of such resources. Our research has also highlighted a number of issues, such 

as identity, religious/cultural value systems or parental expectations, which were not 

centrally addressed in detail in previous strategies but which are directly relevant to youth 

work. 

Our findings highlight the potential of youth work, showing for instance, that standard 

youth work methods such as art and sport can offer ways of fostering cross-community 

interaction and understanding. Such activities, however, are greatly enhanced if they can 

be part of a sustained form of engagement. 

This research also suggests that fostering youth work with young people from ethnic 

minorities may require a re-evaluation of the term ‘at risk’ within the context of youth work. 

Assuming the term continues to have salience - and we recognise its problematic nature 

- it may need to be expanded to recognise the ‘risk’ associated with experiences of racism 

and exclusion and with other challenges faced by young people from ethnic minority com-

munities. Crucially, this research demonstrates that young people from ethnic minorities 

may have complex needs relating to their sense of identity and their sense of belonging 

to Irish society. These needs can affect their participation in youth work. However, youth 

work can play a role in supporting young people in navigating such issues. 

The research further illustrates that young people from ethnic minority groups, in particu-

lar young women, may be more ‘hidden’ than Irish teenagers and that their needs may be 

best addressed within gender- or identity-specific groups. This suggests that an 

‘open-door’ policy is not sufficient to support the inclusion of such young people. The 

research also indicates that youth work with some young migrants may need to happen in 

spaces other than mainstream youth services and in ways which go beyond existing 

geographical boundaries. 

The research confirms that outreach, relationship-building and partnerships with ethnic 

minority communities and organisations remain crucial. Building the trust of parents and 

community leaders may take time. It further indicates that while cultural and religion are 

hugely important influences on young people’s lives and needs to be taken on board in 

terms of youth work planning, they do not determine all behaviour, attitudes or difference. 

The experience of CCRYS intercultural youth project and its partner youth organisations 

also suggests that while equality/anti-racist policies and training remain critical, 

‘on-the-ground’ trial and error is a key source of learning. It further demonstrates that 

having a specific project or worker dedicated to integrating young people from ethnic 

minority communities can help catalyse relationships between different organisations and 

keep intercultural youth work ‘on the agenda’.  

Finally, while this report has emphasised the position of ethnic minority young people, we 

also argue that inclusive youth work can assist young people within the ethnic majority to 

relate to the culturally diverse society in which they are growing up. 

Below, we offer some suggestions for practice based upon these findings and conclu-

sions. Each of these recommendations is offered with the caveat that there is no one ‘blue-

print’ for youth work whatever the cohort it seeks to include. 

Youth organisations/workers should:

•    Acknowledge that the inclusion of young people from ethnic minorities needs to be a 

conscious and purposive part of youth work;

•    Recognise that young people from ethnic minorities often balance a complex set of 

demands and  may need support in coping with the sometimes competing expecta-

tions on them; 

•   Support young people to feel a sense of belonging and to navigate their complex 

personal and social identities; 

•    Support young people to explore the differing value systems in which they are located; 

•    Validate young people’s experiences of racism, support young people to process its 

painful effects but also provide a framework for young people to understand and chal-

lenge racism safely;

•  Build fluency around racism and diversity in order that organisations are better 

equipped to support minority inclusion in youth work;

•    Foster critical conversations on the theme of racism with all their young people to help 

to address racist attitudes;

•    Where necessary, support young people at risk of racist abuse to travel safely to their 

projects;

•    Re-examine a traditional preference for starting work with young people from minority 

ethnic communities in integrated youth work spaces; instead youth work responses 

should be led by what the young people want and need to feel safe and included. This 

may mean establishing single-identity/gender-specific groups;

•    Develop greater religious literacy;

•    Work to diversify their staff and volunteer base; 

•    Develop relationships of trust with parents and leaders from ethnic minority communi-

ties; 

•    Where appropriate, support young people to self-organise and take action on issues 

which concern them;

•     Recognise that young people may feel uncomfortable with activities which single them 

out on the basis of their migrant/ethnic minority status or which require them to be 

‘representative’ of a particular country or culture;

•    Evaluate the efficacy of their outreach strategies to ensure that ethnic minority young 

people are not being inadvertently excluded;

•    Examine norms and cultural practices within their organisations and evaluate whether 

these may be difficult for young people from ethnic minority communities to navigate.

Youth organisations and funders should:

•    Acknowledge that funding cuts to youth work can lead to ‘fire-fighting’ and reduce the 

capacity for furthering inclusive practice;

•    Recognise the efficacy of a dedicated project or worker in supporting youth work with 

young people from ethnic minorities and allocate resources accordingly; 

•    Explore ways of replicating or adapting the model spearheaded by CCRYS intercultur-

al youth project on a regional basis and in a manner which suits local needs.  

    

6. Conclusions and               
Recommendations
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As mentioned in our introduction, Canal Communities Regional Youth Service established 

its intercultural youth project as a means of sustaining and mainstreaming intercultural 

work within its affiliated youth projects. The project built on previous work that the CCRYS 

had undertaken with Canal Communities Intercultural Centre (which closed in XXX) and 

work by Canal Communities Partnership. CCRYS’s intercultural youth project was housed 

within Bluebell Youth Project from where it operated — although, significantly, its develop-

ment worker based herself one day per week in each of the other two youth projects in the 

area. In what follows, we briefly discuss those aspects of the project’s work that were work 

that were successful before turning to a discussion of challenges experienced in this 

regard. 

5.1 CCRYS Intercultural Youth Project:
What Worked Well?
i. Support for Working with Young People in ‘Non-Traditional’ Youth Work Spaces 

Existing strategies to support intercultural youth work encourage youth workers to devel-

op ‘positive relationships with minority ethnic communities’ (Foróige, 2008: 44). This was 

a crucial aspect of CCRYS intercultural youth project’s work. Significantly, this involved 

responding to a desire on the part of young people to participate in structured leisure and 

developmental activities but who, for reasons relating to a lack of information, a desire for 

more autonomous spaces, cultural beliefs or religious doctrine or for reasons of safety 

were not accessing mainstream youth services. Hence, the project provided both infor-

mation and support to ethnic minority leaders in responding to the needs of their youth 

and, significantly, undertook direct youth work with the young people, albeit on an ad hoc 

basis. 

Crucial to this work was the time that had been devoted to outreach and to establishing 

relationships over the course of the lifetime of the Canal Communities Intercultural Centre, 

a partner organisation within the area within which one of project’s employees had previ-

ously worked. The fact that one of the workers was also a migrant, a Muslim and spoke 

Arabic was also significant in developing relationships. Also of importance were the work-

ers’ involvement in anti-racist activism and other voluntary work with migrant organisations 

which meant that trust was established with other organisations with relative ease. 

 

The fruits of the project’s outreach work were evident in the relationship between the 

project and members of a nearby Dublin mosque. One of the CCRYS project workers 

came to know a volunteer with the mosque who was attempting to introduce activities for 

young women. The project worker described the origins of the relationship: 

There's a volunteer [in the mosque] who had just started a tea party for 

young women and she asked us to come in and meet the young women. 

So I went in and I met the young women and thought 'oh my God, they're 

deadly! They're really cool and they're looking for something.’ And that 

sense that here they are, they're actually in the mosque. And we're walk-

ing around asking why they weren't on the streets. But they are some-

where.

She went on to explain the nature of CCRYS intercultural youth project’s relationship with 

the group:

At different points we've gone down to do different things … So we had a 

couple of different interventions using community arts. And I would have 

gone down and done planning and preparation with the girls. When 

they're having their own stuff going on in the mosque, sometimes [the 

volunteer] would just say to me 'will you pop down and see the girls? 

They'd love to see you.’

She elaborated upon the nature of the support that she provided:

So I just get on great with [this volunteer] … She is trying to get things off 

the ground for young women … So if she says to me 'I don't know what to 

do' and if I know something then I'll try and go down and help them out as 

well. Usually when they have a tea party I'll facilitate one or two activities 

… Sometimes they'll call and say 'we've got this coming up on Saturday 

and we don't know what to do.’ So it's all very informal … [Over Christ-

mas], I had to call down … for something else but of course she got me to 

sit down, told me all about [her] plan [to go to Funderland]. She showed 

me their consent forms. ‘What did I think? How should they do it? What 

kind of activity? What about the ratios?’ … She’s mad looking for support 

and they want to do it the best way they can. 

The volunteer herself gave her perspective:

I was taking care of the ladies and I can see by my eyes the problem with 

the girls, inside the mosque, they don’t have anything to do … That’s why 

I tried to make the group. I started for two years now. My group [is] 

around maybe from 9 years old to 18 years old … Starting … to do some 

fun, like tea party or something like this. And each time I’m bringing 

somebody who can teach them something, like art, like jewellery maker, 

like anything to make them interested, so they can stay and meet as a 

group (Participant B, focus group 1). 

The enjoyment that the young women derived from the activities with CCRYS was evident 

during our discussions with the young Muslim women, at which the CCRYS project worker 

was present: 

Participant P: I really like the way that we done the spray-paint [activity]

Participant Q: [to the CCRYS worker] We’re really going to miss you. [To 

the others] She’s leaving.

Participant P: Well we might do another thing, mightn’t we?

CCRYS project worker: Well there’s talk of a project extension, which 

would mean that I would be back probably for two and a half or three 

months. 

Participant Q: Yay!

CCRYS project worker: But we’re still waiting to see. They’ve said we’re 

getting a project extension, but we still haven’t got the money for the 

project yet …

Participant X:  Yeah but what money do you use? Just bring yourself and 

come!

Participant P: You use it for the paints and all that stuff.

On the other hand, although work of this nature was a key part of the CCRYS project’s 

work and had a positive impact on the young women’s lives, it was clear that the volunteer 

at the mosque and the girls with whom she worked needed more support than the CCRYS 

intercultural project had the capacity to provide. According to the volunteer: 

Actually I work with [CCRYS project worker], she’s very good helper, but 

I need more … more ideas, more project, because you know we need it 

and I not have any contact, just only [CCRYS] but I know she [has other 

commitments too]. I prefer to have more activity, but I don’t have anything 

without help … I need more. My girls need more (Participant B, focus 

group 1)

Similarly, the CCRYS project worker said:

I'm seeing from the young people that they want to be involved in 

services and they want to be involved in activities … [The volunteer at the 

mosque] is supporting people on kind of a one-to-one level but they really 

want structured stuff. They’d love to have a weekly group. They’d love to 

have a space to tease out all [their] stuff.

An organisation providing football training to young Muslim girls also solicited support 

from CCRYS. According to the other CCRYS project worker: 

[Youth sports organisation] are just amazing … but [its director] felt 

straight away that they needed more than training. And straight away he 

put in a personal development space for them. And that's where I actually 

came in and facilitated some of that space for them.

In addition to its work with the Muslim community, the intercultural youth project also 

engaged with organisations working with young Africans. One of the migrant community 

leaders recalled that: 

I knew [CCRYS project worker] and [she] would talk to [my colleague] 

about young people and she told me we should meet to talk about youth 

because of this project. So I went there and they gave me three hours, 

two hours and a half intense class on organising youth activities, which 

was very, very helpful (Participant C, focus group 1).  

Much of this work involved going beyond what the CCRYS project workers described as 

the ‘geographical model’ of youth work provision. This was a reference to the fact that, 

typically, youth work services are organised along area-specific lines. The project felt the 

need to respond to requests for support from organisations outside the Canal Communi-

ties area. These spaces ranged from a mosque, to the Phoenix Park where the Muslim 

girls played football, to migrant organisations located in Dublin’s city centre. According to 

one of the project workers:

We made a judgement and we actually just said 'you know what, we don't 

have a lot of time, we're hearing stuff from young people that are willing 

to talk to us, so even if they don't live in the area, let's listen to them and 

hear what they have to say.’ 

She went on to say:

We have access to a cohort of young people who would be willing to tell 

us why they feel they can't engage with youth services. So as long as we 

can hear the message why they're not engaging, that might actually be 

able to help us then give the youth projects locally the tools to engage 

with the young people in their own locality. 

ii. Brokering and Building Relationships 

Over the course of its lifetime, the intercultural youth project managed to create connec-

tions between young people and youth workers within youth services and young people 

from ethnic minority communities that were not involved in youth work. This was primarily 

achieved by means of collaborative projects on activities of common interest. Though 

questions remain as to the sustainability of these projects due to the ending of the project 

and capacity issues within youth services themselves, the findings do point to some 

potential in this regard. The graffiti project described by one of the youth workers above 

is one such example. The potential of such initiatives was also evident in the football activ-

ities organised by the Canal Communities Intercultural Centre (CCIC), an organisation 

which preceded the establishment of the intercultural youth project but which worked 

closely with local youth projects. One of the project workers interviewed for the research 

was employed by CCIC. She explained: 

We've run an intercultural football tournament maybe two to three times a 

year [over] three years and the first one was 'Goals for Gaza' and we were 

raising funds for a crèche in Gaza. That was community-wide, it was very 

successful and there was a great appetite for it … We realised if we use 

football and we use sport we can actually reach a whole cohort of young 

people who we haven't been able to reach with intercultural projects 

before. So with [the next project] ‘Global Goals’ we've done seven or 

eight tournaments … overall … For me it's like 'woah, this is great' 

because we can't get them to come in for anti-racism projects but they'll 

come and play football and they'll have the dinner afterwards and they'll 

do a penalty shoot-out with some fella they don't know because he looks 

like he can play. It's really good stuff. 

iii. Direct Support to Local Youth Services

In addition to fostering contact between different organisations, CCRYS intercultural youth 

project also worked to support youth organisations to increase the participation of ethnic 

minority young people in their activities. Though this work was challenged by the short 

timescale of the project, it was a hugely important feature of its work. As with other 

aspects of the project’s activities, the process was enabled and enhanced by the fact that 

one of the project workers had already established a relationship with youth services 

during her employment with CCIC and with Canal Communities Partnership and the fact 

that both project workers were experienced youth workers. 

 

The support which the project provided took a number of forms including the direct 

resourcing of youth work, such as the employment of artists to work with young people on 

intercultural issues; initiating collaborative projects described above; problem-solving 

and practical advice and information. When Muslim children began to use one youth 

project’s homework club, for example, CCRYS held two sessions with its workers and 

designed three programmes on the project’s behalf. One youth worker described her 

experience of this support as follows:

You could talk very openly to [CCRYS project worker]. I can say ‘I don’t 

understand this, it just seems mad to me, I just don’t get it’ and she’d be 

able to explain or find out. And likewise because she’s Irish she under-

stood the complexities for us as well –So we were really having very good 

conversations. 

Another youth worker suggested that: 

[CCRYS project worker] is very knowledgeable about all that type of 

[cultural competency] stuff. It’s great to have somebody who you just go 

to and bounce questions off, someone who you know you’re going to see 

every Wednesday. You definitely miss it when it’s gone. We do need that 

type of presence. [She] made it her business to be involved and it’s hard 

to describe what impact that she would have had, but just the fact that 

she’s there and just the fact that contact is there, you can talk to her about 

it, that’s just priceless.

Significantly, while this youth worker was demonstrably committed to inclusive youth work 

practice with young people from all ethnic backgrounds, for him, one of the most signifi-

cant contributions of the intercultural youth project’s presence was helping to keep the 

question of intercultural youth work on his agenda and on that of his organisation:

She’s great to have around and she’s really good at getting … me to [be] 

more aware. There’s definitely more of an awareness. There wasn’t 

enough of her.

The fact that the CCRYS workers were experienced youth workers aided the process of 

securing youth organisational buy-in to such activities. According to one of its project 

workers: 

The two of us were very, very aware of the resources and structures in the 

youth services. And as far as possible [we would] pay for the transport or 

food, have everything. [We] had to do a whole logic model for them … But 

… I know myself as a youth worker when I didn't have time to do other stuff 

and I was fire-fighting and [if] a project came and said 'I'm taking care of 

all of this,’ I was like 'I'm in.’

5.2 CCRYS Intercultural Youth Project:
What Were the Challenges? 
i. Resources and Continuity of Engagement 

The primary challenge experienced by CCRYS intercultural youth project related to the 

time-bound nature of the project and to funding cuts within youth services themselves. 

This meant that it did not always manage to have continuity of engagement with youth 

organisations in the area. In a short period of time, at least two full-time and one part-time 

posts were lost in one youth project due to funding issues. These members of staff had 

been hugely supportive of the relationship with the intercultural project and progress 

stalled following their departure. According to one youth worker: 

Only a couple of months ago we were really having good conversations 

around how to move the whole thing forward, and how to link in with the 

mosque and … that idea of doing different pieces of work and then bring-

ing the groups together and starting with small groups and trying to 

understand each other with young people that were up for it … But with 

everything, with funding and with cuts to the [project], it wasn’t feasible.

We have also seen how a CCRYS project worker was limited in how much support she 

could provide to the young Muslim women and their leader. The closure of the project has 

also meant that its support to migrant organisations has ceased, though its workers contin-

ue to provide some ad hoc support in a voluntary capacity. Given the degree to which the 

project acted as a bridge between different organisations and communities and given that 

its work helped keep intercultural youth work on the agenda of local organisations, its loss 

before the work was more embedded represents a significant barrier to furthering inclu-

sive youth work. 

Our findings confirm the continued relevance of the youth work strategies previously men-

tioned (Foróige, 2008; Lynam, 2009) in guiding youth organisations in the area of intercul-

tural youth work. Some of our recommendations below, in particular our view that intercul-

tural youth work needs to be a conscious and purposive part of practice, echo the 

concerns of such resources. Our research has also highlighted a number of issues, such 

as identity, religious/cultural value systems or parental expectations, which were not 

centrally addressed in detail in previous strategies but which are directly relevant to youth 

work. 

Our findings highlight the potential of youth work, showing for instance, that standard 

youth work methods such as art and sport can offer ways of fostering cross-community 

interaction and understanding. Such activities, however, are greatly enhanced if they can 

be part of a sustained form of engagement. 

This research also suggests that fostering youth work with young people from ethnic 

minorities may require a re-evaluation of the term ‘at risk’ within the context of youth work. 

Assuming the term continues to have salience - and we recognise its problematic nature 

- it may need to be expanded to recognise the ‘risk’ associated with experiences of racism 

and exclusion and with other challenges faced by young people from ethnic minority com-

munities. Crucially, this research demonstrates that young people from ethnic minorities 

may have complex needs relating to their sense of identity and their sense of belonging 

to Irish society. These needs can affect their participation in youth work. However, youth 

work can play a role in supporting young people in navigating such issues. 

The research further illustrates that young people from ethnic minority groups, in particu-

lar young women, may be more ‘hidden’ than Irish teenagers and that their needs may be 

best addressed within gender- or identity-specific groups. This suggests that an 

‘open-door’ policy is not sufficient to support the inclusion of such young people. The 

research also indicates that youth work with some young migrants may need to happen in 

spaces other than mainstream youth services and in ways which go beyond existing 

geographical boundaries. 

The research confirms that outreach, relationship-building and partnerships with ethnic 

minority communities and organisations remain crucial. Building the trust of parents and 

community leaders may take time. It further indicates that while cultural and religion are 

hugely important influences on young people’s lives and needs to be taken on board in 

terms of youth work planning, they do not determine all behaviour, attitudes or difference. 

The experience of CCRYS intercultural youth project and its partner youth organisations 

also suggests that while equality/anti-racist policies and training remain critical, 

‘on-the-ground’ trial and error is a key source of learning. It further demonstrates that 

having a specific project or worker dedicated to integrating young people from ethnic 

minority communities can help catalyse relationships between different organisations and 

keep intercultural youth work ‘on the agenda’.  

Finally, while this report has emphasised the position of ethnic minority young people, we 

also argue that inclusive youth work can assist young people within the ethnic majority to 

relate to the culturally diverse society in which they are growing up. 

Below, we offer some suggestions for practice based upon these findings and conclu-

sions. Each of these recommendations is offered with the caveat that there is no one ‘blue-

print’ for youth work whatever the cohort it seeks to include. 

Youth organisations/workers should:

•    Acknowledge that the inclusion of young people from ethnic minorities needs to be a 

conscious and purposive part of youth work;

•    Recognise that young people from ethnic minorities often balance a complex set of 

demands and  may need support in coping with the sometimes competing expecta-

tions on them; 

•   Support young people to feel a sense of belonging and to navigate their complex 

personal and social identities; 

•    Support young people to explore the differing value systems in which they are located; 

•    Validate young people’s experiences of racism, support young people to process its 

painful effects but also provide a framework for young people to understand and chal-

lenge racism safely;

•  Build fluency around racism and diversity in order that organisations are better 

equipped to support minority inclusion in youth work;

•    Foster critical conversations on the theme of racism with all their young people to help 

to address racist attitudes;

•    Where necessary, support young people at risk of racist abuse to travel safely to their 

projects;

•    Re-examine a traditional preference for starting work with young people from minority 

ethnic communities in integrated youth work spaces; instead youth work responses 

should be led by what the young people want and need to feel safe and included. This 

may mean establishing single-identity/gender-specific groups;

•    Develop greater religious literacy;

•    Work to diversify their staff and volunteer base; 

•    Develop relationships of trust with parents and leaders from ethnic minority communi-

ties; 

•    Where appropriate, support young people to self-organise and take action on issues 

which concern them;

•     Recognise that young people may feel uncomfortable with activities which single them 

out on the basis of their migrant/ethnic minority status or which require them to be 

‘representative’ of a particular country or culture;

•    Evaluate the efficacy of their outreach strategies to ensure that ethnic minority young 

people are not being inadvertently excluded;

•    Examine norms and cultural practices within their organisations and evaluate whether 

these may be difficult for young people from ethnic minority communities to navigate.

Youth organisations and funders should:

•    Acknowledge that funding cuts to youth work can lead to ‘fire-fighting’ and reduce the 

capacity for furthering inclusive practice;

•    Recognise the efficacy of a dedicated project or worker in supporting youth work with 

young people from ethnic minorities and allocate resources accordingly; 

•    Explore ways of replicating or adapting the model spearheaded by CCRYS intercultur-

al youth project on a regional basis and in a manner which suits local needs.  
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As mentioned in our introduction, Canal Communities Regional Youth Service established 

its intercultural youth project as a means of sustaining and mainstreaming intercultural 

work within its affiliated youth projects. The project built on previous work that the CCRYS 

had undertaken with Canal Communities Intercultural Centre (which closed in XXX) and 

work by Canal Communities Partnership. CCRYS’s intercultural youth project was housed 

within Bluebell Youth Project from where it operated — although, significantly, its develop-

ment worker based herself one day per week in each of the other two youth projects in the 

area. In what follows, we briefly discuss those aspects of the project’s work that were work 

that were successful before turning to a discussion of challenges experienced in this 

regard. 

5.1 CCRYS Intercultural Youth Project:
What Worked Well?
i. Support for Working with Young People in ‘Non-Traditional’ Youth Work Spaces 

Existing strategies to support intercultural youth work encourage youth workers to devel-

op ‘positive relationships with minority ethnic communities’ (Foróige, 2008: 44). This was 

a crucial aspect of CCRYS intercultural youth project’s work. Significantly, this involved 

responding to a desire on the part of young people to participate in structured leisure and 

developmental activities but who, for reasons relating to a lack of information, a desire for 

more autonomous spaces, cultural beliefs or religious doctrine or for reasons of safety 

were not accessing mainstream youth services. Hence, the project provided both infor-

mation and support to ethnic minority leaders in responding to the needs of their youth 

and, significantly, undertook direct youth work with the young people, albeit on an ad hoc 

basis. 

Crucial to this work was the time that had been devoted to outreach and to establishing 

relationships over the course of the lifetime of the Canal Communities Intercultural Centre, 

a partner organisation within the area within which one of project’s employees had previ-

ously worked. The fact that one of the workers was also a migrant, a Muslim and spoke 

Arabic was also significant in developing relationships. Also of importance were the work-

ers’ involvement in anti-racist activism and other voluntary work with migrant organisations 

which meant that trust was established with other organisations with relative ease. 

 

The fruits of the project’s outreach work were evident in the relationship between the 

project and members of a nearby Dublin mosque. One of the CCRYS project workers 

came to know a volunteer with the mosque who was attempting to introduce activities for 

young women. The project worker described the origins of the relationship: 

There's a volunteer [in the mosque] who had just started a tea party for 

young women and she asked us to come in and meet the young women. 

So I went in and I met the young women and thought 'oh my God, they're 

deadly! They're really cool and they're looking for something.’ And that 

sense that here they are, they're actually in the mosque. And we're walk-

ing around asking why they weren't on the streets. But they are some-

where.

She went on to explain the nature of CCRYS intercultural youth project’s relationship with 

the group:

At different points we've gone down to do different things … So we had a 

couple of different interventions using community arts. And I would have 

gone down and done planning and preparation with the girls. When 

they're having their own stuff going on in the mosque, sometimes [the 

volunteer] would just say to me 'will you pop down and see the girls? 

They'd love to see you.’

She elaborated upon the nature of the support that she provided:

So I just get on great with [this volunteer] … She is trying to get things off 

the ground for young women … So if she says to me 'I don't know what to 

do' and if I know something then I'll try and go down and help them out as 

well. Usually when they have a tea party I'll facilitate one or two activities 

… Sometimes they'll call and say 'we've got this coming up on Saturday 

and we don't know what to do.’ So it's all very informal … [Over Christ-

mas], I had to call down … for something else but of course she got me to 

sit down, told me all about [her] plan [to go to Funderland]. She showed 

me their consent forms. ‘What did I think? How should they do it? What 

kind of activity? What about the ratios?’ … She’s mad looking for support 

and they want to do it the best way they can. 

The volunteer herself gave her perspective:

I was taking care of the ladies and I can see by my eyes the problem with 

the girls, inside the mosque, they don’t have anything to do … That’s why 

I tried to make the group. I started for two years now. My group [is] 

around maybe from 9 years old to 18 years old … Starting … to do some 

fun, like tea party or something like this. And each time I’m bringing 

somebody who can teach them something, like art, like jewellery maker, 

like anything to make them interested, so they can stay and meet as a 

group (Participant B, focus group 1). 

The enjoyment that the young women derived from the activities with CCRYS was evident 

during our discussions with the young Muslim women, at which the CCRYS project worker 

was present: 

Participant P: I really like the way that we done the spray-paint [activity]

Participant Q: [to the CCRYS worker] We’re really going to miss you. [To 

the others] She’s leaving.

Participant P: Well we might do another thing, mightn’t we?

CCRYS project worker: Well there’s talk of a project extension, which 

would mean that I would be back probably for two and a half or three 

months. 

Participant Q: Yay!

CCRYS project worker: But we’re still waiting to see. They’ve said we’re 

getting a project extension, but we still haven’t got the money for the 

project yet …

Participant X:  Yeah but what money do you use? Just bring yourself and 

come!

Participant P: You use it for the paints and all that stuff.

On the other hand, although work of this nature was a key part of the CCRYS project’s 

work and had a positive impact on the young women’s lives, it was clear that the volunteer 

at the mosque and the girls with whom she worked needed more support than the CCRYS 

intercultural project had the capacity to provide. According to the volunteer: 

Actually I work with [CCRYS project worker], she’s very good helper, but 

I need more … more ideas, more project, because you know we need it 

and I not have any contact, just only [CCRYS] but I know she [has other 

commitments too]. I prefer to have more activity, but I don’t have anything 

without help … I need more. My girls need more (Participant B, focus 

group 1)

Similarly, the CCRYS project worker said:

I'm seeing from the young people that they want to be involved in 

services and they want to be involved in activities … [The volunteer at the 

mosque] is supporting people on kind of a one-to-one level but they really 

want structured stuff. They’d love to have a weekly group. They’d love to 

have a space to tease out all [their] stuff.

An organisation providing football training to young Muslim girls also solicited support 

from CCRYS. According to the other CCRYS project worker: 

[Youth sports organisation] are just amazing … but [its director] felt 

straight away that they needed more than training. And straight away he 

put in a personal development space for them. And that's where I actually 

came in and facilitated some of that space for them.

In addition to its work with the Muslim community, the intercultural youth project also 

engaged with organisations working with young Africans. One of the migrant community 

leaders recalled that: 

I knew [CCRYS project worker] and [she] would talk to [my colleague] 

about young people and she told me we should meet to talk about youth 

because of this project. So I went there and they gave me three hours, 

two hours and a half intense class on organising youth activities, which 

was very, very helpful (Participant C, focus group 1).  

Much of this work involved going beyond what the CCRYS project workers described as 

the ‘geographical model’ of youth work provision. This was a reference to the fact that, 

typically, youth work services are organised along area-specific lines. The project felt the 

need to respond to requests for support from organisations outside the Canal Communi-

ties area. These spaces ranged from a mosque, to the Phoenix Park where the Muslim 

girls played football, to migrant organisations located in Dublin’s city centre. According to 

one of the project workers:

We made a judgement and we actually just said 'you know what, we don't 

have a lot of time, we're hearing stuff from young people that are willing 

to talk to us, so even if they don't live in the area, let's listen to them and 

hear what they have to say.’ 

She went on to say:

We have access to a cohort of young people who would be willing to tell 

us why they feel they can't engage with youth services. So as long as we 

can hear the message why they're not engaging, that might actually be 

able to help us then give the youth projects locally the tools to engage 

with the young people in their own locality. 

ii. Brokering and Building Relationships 

Over the course of its lifetime, the intercultural youth project managed to create connec-

tions between young people and youth workers within youth services and young people 

from ethnic minority communities that were not involved in youth work. This was primarily 

achieved by means of collaborative projects on activities of common interest. Though 

questions remain as to the sustainability of these projects due to the ending of the project 

and capacity issues within youth services themselves, the findings do point to some 

potential in this regard. The graffiti project described by one of the youth workers above 

is one such example. The potential of such initiatives was also evident in the football activ-

ities organised by the Canal Communities Intercultural Centre (CCIC), an organisation 

which preceded the establishment of the intercultural youth project but which worked 

closely with local youth projects. One of the project workers interviewed for the research 

was employed by CCIC. She explained: 

We've run an intercultural football tournament maybe two to three times a 

year [over] three years and the first one was 'Goals for Gaza' and we were 

raising funds for a crèche in Gaza. That was community-wide, it was very 

successful and there was a great appetite for it … We realised if we use 

football and we use sport we can actually reach a whole cohort of young 

people who we haven't been able to reach with intercultural projects 

before. So with [the next project] ‘Global Goals’ we've done seven or 

eight tournaments … overall … For me it's like 'woah, this is great' 

because we can't get them to come in for anti-racism projects but they'll 

come and play football and they'll have the dinner afterwards and they'll 

do a penalty shoot-out with some fella they don't know because he looks 

like he can play. It's really good stuff. 

iii. Direct Support to Local Youth Services

In addition to fostering contact between different organisations, CCRYS intercultural youth 

project also worked to support youth organisations to increase the participation of ethnic 

minority young people in their activities. Though this work was challenged by the short 

timescale of the project, it was a hugely important feature of its work. As with other 

aspects of the project’s activities, the process was enabled and enhanced by the fact that 

one of the project workers had already established a relationship with youth services 

during her employment with CCIC and with Canal Communities Partnership and the fact 

that both project workers were experienced youth workers. 

 

The support which the project provided took a number of forms including the direct 

resourcing of youth work, such as the employment of artists to work with young people on 

intercultural issues; initiating collaborative projects described above; problem-solving 

and practical advice and information. When Muslim children began to use one youth 

project’s homework club, for example, CCRYS held two sessions with its workers and 

designed three programmes on the project’s behalf. One youth worker described her 

experience of this support as follows:

You could talk very openly to [CCRYS project worker]. I can say ‘I don’t 

understand this, it just seems mad to me, I just don’t get it’ and she’d be 

able to explain or find out. And likewise because she’s Irish she under-

stood the complexities for us as well –So we were really having very good 

conversations. 

Another youth worker suggested that: 

[CCRYS project worker] is very knowledgeable about all that type of 

[cultural competency] stuff. It’s great to have somebody who you just go 

to and bounce questions off, someone who you know you’re going to see 

every Wednesday. You definitely miss it when it’s gone. We do need that 

type of presence. [She] made it her business to be involved and it’s hard 

to describe what impact that she would have had, but just the fact that 

she’s there and just the fact that contact is there, you can talk to her about 

it, that’s just priceless.

Significantly, while this youth worker was demonstrably committed to inclusive youth work 

practice with young people from all ethnic backgrounds, for him, one of the most signifi-

cant contributions of the intercultural youth project’s presence was helping to keep the 

question of intercultural youth work on his agenda and on that of his organisation:

She’s great to have around and she’s really good at getting … me to [be] 

more aware. There’s definitely more of an awareness. There wasn’t 

enough of her.

The fact that the CCRYS workers were experienced youth workers aided the process of 

securing youth organisational buy-in to such activities. According to one of its project 

workers: 

The two of us were very, very aware of the resources and structures in the 

youth services. And as far as possible [we would] pay for the transport or 

food, have everything. [We] had to do a whole logic model for them … But 

… I know myself as a youth worker when I didn't have time to do other stuff 

and I was fire-fighting and [if] a project came and said 'I'm taking care of 

all of this,’ I was like 'I'm in.’

5.2 CCRYS Intercultural Youth Project:
What Were the Challenges? 
i. Resources and Continuity of Engagement 

The primary challenge experienced by CCRYS intercultural youth project related to the 

time-bound nature of the project and to funding cuts within youth services themselves. 

This meant that it did not always manage to have continuity of engagement with youth 

organisations in the area. In a short period of time, at least two full-time and one part-time 

posts were lost in one youth project due to funding issues. These members of staff had 

been hugely supportive of the relationship with the intercultural project and progress 

stalled following their departure. According to one youth worker: 

Only a couple of months ago we were really having good conversations 

around how to move the whole thing forward, and how to link in with the 

mosque and … that idea of doing different pieces of work and then bring-

ing the groups together and starting with small groups and trying to 

understand each other with young people that were up for it … But with 

everything, with funding and with cuts to the [project], it wasn’t feasible.

We have also seen how a CCRYS project worker was limited in how much support she 

could provide to the young Muslim women and their leader. The closure of the project has 

also meant that its support to migrant organisations has ceased, though its workers contin-

ue to provide some ad hoc support in a voluntary capacity. Given the degree to which the 

project acted as a bridge between different organisations and communities and given that 

its work helped keep intercultural youth work on the agenda of local organisations, its loss 

before the work was more embedded represents a significant barrier to furthering inclu-

sive youth work. 

Our findings confirm the continued relevance of the youth work strategies previously men-

tioned (Foróige, 2008; Lynam, 2009) in guiding youth organisations in the area of intercul-

tural youth work. Some of our recommendations below, in particular our view that intercul-

tural youth work needs to be a conscious and purposive part of practice, echo the 

concerns of such resources. Our research has also highlighted a number of issues, such 

as identity, religious/cultural value systems or parental expectations, which were not 

centrally addressed in detail in previous strategies but which are directly relevant to youth 

work. 

Our findings highlight the potential of youth work, showing for instance, that standard 

youth work methods such as art and sport can offer ways of fostering cross-community 

interaction and understanding. Such activities, however, are greatly enhanced if they can 

be part of a sustained form of engagement. 

This research also suggests that fostering youth work with young people from ethnic 

minorities may require a re-evaluation of the term ‘at risk’ within the context of youth work. 

Assuming the term continues to have salience - and we recognise its problematic nature 

- it may need to be expanded to recognise the ‘risk’ associated with experiences of racism 

and exclusion and with other challenges faced by young people from ethnic minority com-

munities. Crucially, this research demonstrates that young people from ethnic minorities 

may have complex needs relating to their sense of identity and their sense of belonging 

to Irish society. These needs can affect their participation in youth work. However, youth 

work can play a role in supporting young people in navigating such issues. 

The research further illustrates that young people from ethnic minority groups, in particu-

lar young women, may be more ‘hidden’ than Irish teenagers and that their needs may be 

best addressed within gender- or identity-specific groups. This suggests that an 

‘open-door’ policy is not sufficient to support the inclusion of such young people. The 

research also indicates that youth work with some young migrants may need to happen in 

spaces other than mainstream youth services and in ways which go beyond existing 

geographical boundaries. 

The research confirms that outreach, relationship-building and partnerships with ethnic 

minority communities and organisations remain crucial. Building the trust of parents and 

community leaders may take time. It further indicates that while cultural and religion are 

hugely important influences on young people’s lives and needs to be taken on board in 

terms of youth work planning, they do not determine all behaviour, attitudes or difference. 

The experience of CCRYS intercultural youth project and its partner youth organisations 

also suggests that while equality/anti-racist policies and training remain critical, 

‘on-the-ground’ trial and error is a key source of learning. It further demonstrates that 

having a specific project or worker dedicated to integrating young people from ethnic 

minority communities can help catalyse relationships between different organisations and 

keep intercultural youth work ‘on the agenda’.  

Finally, while this report has emphasised the position of ethnic minority young people, we 

also argue that inclusive youth work can assist young people within the ethnic majority to 

relate to the culturally diverse society in which they are growing up. 

Below, we offer some suggestions for practice based upon these findings and conclu-

sions. Each of these recommendations is offered with the caveat that there is no one ‘blue-

print’ for youth work whatever the cohort it seeks to include. 

Youth organisations/workers should:

•    Acknowledge that the inclusion of young people from ethnic minorities needs to be a 

conscious and purposive part of youth work;

•    Recognise that young people from ethnic minorities often balance a complex set of 

demands and  may need support in coping with the sometimes competing expecta-

tions on them; 

•   Support young people to feel a sense of belonging and to navigate their complex 

personal and social identities; 

•    Support young people to explore the differing value systems in which they are located; 

•    Validate young people’s experiences of racism, support young people to process its 

painful effects but also provide a framework for young people to understand and chal-

lenge racism safely;

•  Build fluency around racism and diversity in order that organisations are better 

equipped to support minority inclusion in youth work;

•    Foster critical conversations on the theme of racism with all their young people to help 

to address racist attitudes;

•    Where necessary, support young people at risk of racist abuse to travel safely to their 

projects;

•    Re-examine a traditional preference for starting work with young people from minority 

ethnic communities in integrated youth work spaces; instead youth work responses 

should be led by what the young people want and need to feel safe and included. This 

may mean establishing single-identity/gender-specific groups;

•    Develop greater religious literacy;

•    Work to diversify their staff and volunteer base; 

•    Develop relationships of trust with parents and leaders from ethnic minority communi-

ties; 

•    Where appropriate, support young people to self-organise and take action on issues 

which concern them;

•     Recognise that young people may feel uncomfortable with activities which single them 

out on the basis of their migrant/ethnic minority status or which require them to be 

‘representative’ of a particular country or culture;

•    Evaluate the efficacy of their outreach strategies to ensure that ethnic minority young 

people are not being inadvertently excluded;

•    Examine norms and cultural practices within their organisations and evaluate whether 

these may be difficult for young people from ethnic minority communities to navigate.

Youth organisations and funders should:

•    Acknowledge that funding cuts to youth work can lead to ‘fire-fighting’ and reduce the 

capacity for furthering inclusive practice;

•    Recognise the efficacy of a dedicated project or worker in supporting youth work with 

young people from ethnic minorities and allocate resources accordingly; 

•    Explore ways of replicating or adapting the model spearheaded by CCRYS intercultur-

al youth project on a regional basis and in a manner which suits local needs.  
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As mentioned in our introduction, Canal Communities Regional Youth Service established 

its intercultural youth project as a means of sustaining and mainstreaming intercultural 

work within its affiliated youth projects. The project built on previous work that the CCRYS 

had undertaken with Canal Communities Intercultural Centre (which closed in XXX) and 

work by Canal Communities Partnership. CCRYS’s intercultural youth project was housed 

within Bluebell Youth Project from where it operated — although, significantly, its develop-

ment worker based herself one day per week in each of the other two youth projects in the 

area. In what follows, we briefly discuss those aspects of the project’s work that were work 

that were successful before turning to a discussion of challenges experienced in this 

regard. 

5.1 CCRYS Intercultural Youth Project:
What Worked Well?
i. Support for Working with Young People in ‘Non-Traditional’ Youth Work Spaces 

Existing strategies to support intercultural youth work encourage youth workers to devel-

op ‘positive relationships with minority ethnic communities’ (Foróige, 2008: 44). This was 

a crucial aspect of CCRYS intercultural youth project’s work. Significantly, this involved 

responding to a desire on the part of young people to participate in structured leisure and 

developmental activities but who, for reasons relating to a lack of information, a desire for 

more autonomous spaces, cultural beliefs or religious doctrine or for reasons of safety 

were not accessing mainstream youth services. Hence, the project provided both infor-

mation and support to ethnic minority leaders in responding to the needs of their youth 

and, significantly, undertook direct youth work with the young people, albeit on an ad hoc 

basis. 

Crucial to this work was the time that had been devoted to outreach and to establishing 

relationships over the course of the lifetime of the Canal Communities Intercultural Centre, 

a partner organisation within the area within which one of project’s employees had previ-

ously worked. The fact that one of the workers was also a migrant, a Muslim and spoke 

Arabic was also significant in developing relationships. Also of importance were the work-

ers’ involvement in anti-racist activism and other voluntary work with migrant organisations 

which meant that trust was established with other organisations with relative ease. 

 

The fruits of the project’s outreach work were evident in the relationship between the 

project and members of a nearby Dublin mosque. One of the CCRYS project workers 

came to know a volunteer with the mosque who was attempting to introduce activities for 

young women. The project worker described the origins of the relationship: 

There's a volunteer [in the mosque] who had just started a tea party for 

young women and she asked us to come in and meet the young women. 

So I went in and I met the young women and thought 'oh my God, they're 

deadly! They're really cool and they're looking for something.’ And that 

sense that here they are, they're actually in the mosque. And we're walk-

ing around asking why they weren't on the streets. But they are some-

where.

She went on to explain the nature of CCRYS intercultural youth project’s relationship with 

the group:

At different points we've gone down to do different things … So we had a 

couple of different interventions using community arts. And I would have 

gone down and done planning and preparation with the girls. When 

they're having their own stuff going on in the mosque, sometimes [the 

volunteer] would just say to me 'will you pop down and see the girls? 

They'd love to see you.’

She elaborated upon the nature of the support that she provided:

So I just get on great with [this volunteer] … She is trying to get things off 

the ground for young women … So if she says to me 'I don't know what to 

do' and if I know something then I'll try and go down and help them out as 

well. Usually when they have a tea party I'll facilitate one or two activities 

… Sometimes they'll call and say 'we've got this coming up on Saturday 

and we don't know what to do.’ So it's all very informal … [Over Christ-

mas], I had to call down … for something else but of course she got me to 

sit down, told me all about [her] plan [to go to Funderland]. She showed 

me their consent forms. ‘What did I think? How should they do it? What 

kind of activity? What about the ratios?’ … She’s mad looking for support 

and they want to do it the best way they can. 

The volunteer herself gave her perspective:

I was taking care of the ladies and I can see by my eyes the problem with 

the girls, inside the mosque, they don’t have anything to do … That’s why 

I tried to make the group. I started for two years now. My group [is] 

around maybe from 9 years old to 18 years old … Starting … to do some 

fun, like tea party or something like this. And each time I’m bringing 

somebody who can teach them something, like art, like jewellery maker, 

like anything to make them interested, so they can stay and meet as a 

group (Participant B, focus group 1). 

The enjoyment that the young women derived from the activities with CCRYS was evident 

during our discussions with the young Muslim women, at which the CCRYS project worker 

was present: 

Participant P: I really like the way that we done the spray-paint [activity]

Participant Q: [to the CCRYS worker] We’re really going to miss you. [To 

the others] She’s leaving.

Participant P: Well we might do another thing, mightn’t we?

CCRYS project worker: Well there’s talk of a project extension, which 

would mean that I would be back probably for two and a half or three 

months. 

Participant Q: Yay!

CCRYS project worker: But we’re still waiting to see. They’ve said we’re 

getting a project extension, but we still haven’t got the money for the 

project yet …

Participant X:  Yeah but what money do you use? Just bring yourself and 

come!

Participant P: You use it for the paints and all that stuff.

On the other hand, although work of this nature was a key part of the CCRYS project’s 

work and had a positive impact on the young women’s lives, it was clear that the volunteer 

at the mosque and the girls with whom she worked needed more support than the CCRYS 

intercultural project had the capacity to provide. According to the volunteer: 

Actually I work with [CCRYS project worker], she’s very good helper, but 

I need more … more ideas, more project, because you know we need it 

and I not have any contact, just only [CCRYS] but I know she [has other 

commitments too]. I prefer to have more activity, but I don’t have anything 

without help … I need more. My girls need more (Participant B, focus 

group 1)

Similarly, the CCRYS project worker said:

I'm seeing from the young people that they want to be involved in 

services and they want to be involved in activities … [The volunteer at the 

mosque] is supporting people on kind of a one-to-one level but they really 

want structured stuff. They’d love to have a weekly group. They’d love to 

have a space to tease out all [their] stuff.

An organisation providing football training to young Muslim girls also solicited support 

from CCRYS. According to the other CCRYS project worker: 

[Youth sports organisation] are just amazing … but [its director] felt 

straight away that they needed more than training. And straight away he 

put in a personal development space for them. And that's where I actually 

came in and facilitated some of that space for them.

In addition to its work with the Muslim community, the intercultural youth project also 

engaged with organisations working with young Africans. One of the migrant community 

leaders recalled that: 

I knew [CCRYS project worker] and [she] would talk to [my colleague] 

about young people and she told me we should meet to talk about youth 

because of this project. So I went there and they gave me three hours, 

two hours and a half intense class on organising youth activities, which 

was very, very helpful (Participant C, focus group 1).  

Much of this work involved going beyond what the CCRYS project workers described as 

the ‘geographical model’ of youth work provision. This was a reference to the fact that, 

typically, youth work services are organised along area-specific lines. The project felt the 

need to respond to requests for support from organisations outside the Canal Communi-

ties area. These spaces ranged from a mosque, to the Phoenix Park where the Muslim 

girls played football, to migrant organisations located in Dublin’s city centre. According to 

one of the project workers:

We made a judgement and we actually just said 'you know what, we don't 

have a lot of time, we're hearing stuff from young people that are willing 

to talk to us, so even if they don't live in the area, let's listen to them and 

hear what they have to say.’ 

She went on to say:

We have access to a cohort of young people who would be willing to tell 

us why they feel they can't engage with youth services. So as long as we 

can hear the message why they're not engaging, that might actually be 

able to help us then give the youth projects locally the tools to engage 

with the young people in their own locality. 

ii. Brokering and Building Relationships 

Over the course of its lifetime, the intercultural youth project managed to create connec-

tions between young people and youth workers within youth services and young people 

from ethnic minority communities that were not involved in youth work. This was primarily 

achieved by means of collaborative projects on activities of common interest. Though 

questions remain as to the sustainability of these projects due to the ending of the project 

and capacity issues within youth services themselves, the findings do point to some 

potential in this regard. The graffiti project described by one of the youth workers above 

is one such example. The potential of such initiatives was also evident in the football activ-

ities organised by the Canal Communities Intercultural Centre (CCIC), an organisation 

which preceded the establishment of the intercultural youth project but which worked 

closely with local youth projects. One of the project workers interviewed for the research 

was employed by CCIC. She explained: 

We've run an intercultural football tournament maybe two to three times a 

year [over] three years and the first one was 'Goals for Gaza' and we were 

raising funds for a crèche in Gaza. That was community-wide, it was very 

successful and there was a great appetite for it … We realised if we use 

football and we use sport we can actually reach a whole cohort of young 

people who we haven't been able to reach with intercultural projects 

before. So with [the next project] ‘Global Goals’ we've done seven or 

eight tournaments … overall … For me it's like 'woah, this is great' 

because we can't get them to come in for anti-racism projects but they'll 

come and play football and they'll have the dinner afterwards and they'll 

do a penalty shoot-out with some fella they don't know because he looks 

like he can play. It's really good stuff. 

iii. Direct Support to Local Youth Services

In addition to fostering contact between different organisations, CCRYS intercultural youth 

project also worked to support youth organisations to increase the participation of ethnic 

minority young people in their activities. Though this work was challenged by the short 

timescale of the project, it was a hugely important feature of its work. As with other 

aspects of the project’s activities, the process was enabled and enhanced by the fact that 

one of the project workers had already established a relationship with youth services 

during her employment with CCIC and with Canal Communities Partnership and the fact 

that both project workers were experienced youth workers. 

 

The support which the project provided took a number of forms including the direct 

resourcing of youth work, such as the employment of artists to work with young people on 

intercultural issues; initiating collaborative projects described above; problem-solving 

and practical advice and information. When Muslim children began to use one youth 

project’s homework club, for example, CCRYS held two sessions with its workers and 

designed three programmes on the project’s behalf. One youth worker described her 

experience of this support as follows:

You could talk very openly to [CCRYS project worker]. I can say ‘I don’t 

understand this, it just seems mad to me, I just don’t get it’ and she’d be 

able to explain or find out. And likewise because she’s Irish she under-

stood the complexities for us as well –So we were really having very good 

conversations. 

Another youth worker suggested that: 

[CCRYS project worker] is very knowledgeable about all that type of 

[cultural competency] stuff. It’s great to have somebody who you just go 

to and bounce questions off, someone who you know you’re going to see 

every Wednesday. You definitely miss it when it’s gone. We do need that 

type of presence. [She] made it her business to be involved and it’s hard 

to describe what impact that she would have had, but just the fact that 

she’s there and just the fact that contact is there, you can talk to her about 

it, that’s just priceless.

Significantly, while this youth worker was demonstrably committed to inclusive youth work 

practice with young people from all ethnic backgrounds, for him, one of the most signifi-

cant contributions of the intercultural youth project’s presence was helping to keep the 

question of intercultural youth work on his agenda and on that of his organisation:

She’s great to have around and she’s really good at getting … me to [be] 

more aware. There’s definitely more of an awareness. There wasn’t 

enough of her.

The fact that the CCRYS workers were experienced youth workers aided the process of 

securing youth organisational buy-in to such activities. According to one of its project 

workers: 

The two of us were very, very aware of the resources and structures in the 

youth services. And as far as possible [we would] pay for the transport or 

food, have everything. [We] had to do a whole logic model for them … But 

… I know myself as a youth worker when I didn't have time to do other stuff 

and I was fire-fighting and [if] a project came and said 'I'm taking care of 

all of this,’ I was like 'I'm in.’

5.2 CCRYS Intercultural Youth Project:
What Were the Challenges? 
i. Resources and Continuity of Engagement 

The primary challenge experienced by CCRYS intercultural youth project related to the 

time-bound nature of the project and to funding cuts within youth services themselves. 

This meant that it did not always manage to have continuity of engagement with youth 

organisations in the area. In a short period of time, at least two full-time and one part-time 

posts were lost in one youth project due to funding issues. These members of staff had 

been hugely supportive of the relationship with the intercultural project and progress 

stalled following their departure. According to one youth worker: 

Only a couple of months ago we were really having good conversations 

around how to move the whole thing forward, and how to link in with the 

mosque and … that idea of doing different pieces of work and then bring-

ing the groups together and starting with small groups and trying to 

understand each other with young people that were up for it … But with 

everything, with funding and with cuts to the [project], it wasn’t feasible.

We have also seen how a CCRYS project worker was limited in how much support she 

could provide to the young Muslim women and their leader. The closure of the project has 

also meant that its support to migrant organisations has ceased, though its workers contin-

ue to provide some ad hoc support in a voluntary capacity. Given the degree to which the 

project acted as a bridge between different organisations and communities and given that 

its work helped keep intercultural youth work on the agenda of local organisations, its loss 

before the work was more embedded represents a significant barrier to furthering inclu-

sive youth work. 

Our findings confirm the continued relevance of the youth work strategies previously men-

tioned (Foróige, 2008; Lynam, 2009) in guiding youth organisations in the area of intercul-

tural youth work. Some of our recommendations below, in particular our view that intercul-

tural youth work needs to be a conscious and purposive part of practice, echo the 

concerns of such resources. Our research has also highlighted a number of issues, such 

as identity, religious/cultural value systems or parental expectations, which were not 

centrally addressed in detail in previous strategies but which are directly relevant to youth 

work. 

Our findings highlight the potential of youth work, showing for instance, that standard 

youth work methods such as art and sport can offer ways of fostering cross-community 

interaction and understanding. Such activities, however, are greatly enhanced if they can 

be part of a sustained form of engagement. 

This research also suggests that fostering youth work with young people from ethnic 

minorities may require a re-evaluation of the term ‘at risk’ within the context of youth work. 

Assuming the term continues to have salience - and we recognise its problematic nature 

- it may need to be expanded to recognise the ‘risk’ associated with experiences of racism 

and exclusion and with other challenges faced by young people from ethnic minority com-

munities. Crucially, this research demonstrates that young people from ethnic minorities 

may have complex needs relating to their sense of identity and their sense of belonging 

to Irish society. These needs can affect their participation in youth work. However, youth 

work can play a role in supporting young people in navigating such issues. 

The research further illustrates that young people from ethnic minority groups, in particu-

lar young women, may be more ‘hidden’ than Irish teenagers and that their needs may be 

best addressed within gender- or identity-specific groups. This suggests that an 

‘open-door’ policy is not sufficient to support the inclusion of such young people. The 

research also indicates that youth work with some young migrants may need to happen in 

spaces other than mainstream youth services and in ways which go beyond existing 

geographical boundaries. 

The research confirms that outreach, relationship-building and partnerships with ethnic 

minority communities and organisations remain crucial. Building the trust of parents and 

community leaders may take time. It further indicates that while cultural and religion are 

hugely important influences on young people’s lives and needs to be taken on board in 

terms of youth work planning, they do not determine all behaviour, attitudes or difference. 

The experience of CCRYS intercultural youth project and its partner youth organisations 

also suggests that while equality/anti-racist policies and training remain critical, 

‘on-the-ground’ trial and error is a key source of learning. It further demonstrates that 

having a specific project or worker dedicated to integrating young people from ethnic 

minority communities can help catalyse relationships between different organisations and 

keep intercultural youth work ‘on the agenda’.  

Finally, while this report has emphasised the position of ethnic minority young people, we 

also argue that inclusive youth work can assist young people within the ethnic majority to 

relate to the culturally diverse society in which they are growing up. 

Below, we offer some suggestions for practice based upon these findings and conclu-

sions. Each of these recommendations is offered with the caveat that there is no one ‘blue-

print’ for youth work whatever the cohort it seeks to include. 

Youth organisations/workers should:

•    Acknowledge that the inclusion of young people from ethnic minorities needs to be a 

conscious and purposive part of youth work;

•    Recognise that young people from ethnic minorities often balance a complex set of 

demands and  may need support in coping with the sometimes competing expecta-

tions on them; 

•   Support young people to feel a sense of belonging and to navigate their complex 

personal and social identities; 

•    Support young people to explore the differing value systems in which they are located; 

•    Validate young people’s experiences of racism, support young people to process its 

painful effects but also provide a framework for young people to understand and chal-

lenge racism safely;

•  Build fluency around racism and diversity in order that organisations are better 

equipped to support minority inclusion in youth work;

•    Foster critical conversations on the theme of racism with all their young people to help 

to address racist attitudes;

•    Where necessary, support young people at risk of racist abuse to travel safely to their 

projects;

•    Re-examine a traditional preference for starting work with young people from minority 

ethnic communities in integrated youth work spaces; instead youth work responses 

should be led by what the young people want and need to feel safe and included. This 

may mean establishing single-identity/gender-specific groups;

•    Develop greater religious literacy;

•    Work to diversify their staff and volunteer base; 

•    Develop relationships of trust with parents and leaders from ethnic minority communi-

ties; 

•    Where appropriate, support young people to self-organise and take action on issues 

which concern them;

•     Recognise that young people may feel uncomfortable with activities which single them 

out on the basis of their migrant/ethnic minority status or which require them to be 

‘representative’ of a particular country or culture;

•    Evaluate the efficacy of their outreach strategies to ensure that ethnic minority young 

people are not being inadvertently excluded;

•    Examine norms and cultural practices within their organisations and evaluate whether 

these may be difficult for young people from ethnic minority communities to navigate.

Youth organisations and funders should:

•    Acknowledge that funding cuts to youth work can lead to ‘fire-fighting’ and reduce the 

capacity for furthering inclusive practice;

•    Recognise the efficacy of a dedicated project or worker in supporting youth work with 

young people from ethnic minorities and allocate resources accordingly; 

•    Explore ways of replicating or adapting the model spearheaded by CCRYS intercultur-

al youth project on a regional basis and in a manner which suits local needs.  
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As mentioned in our introduction, Canal Communities Regional Youth Service established 

its intercultural youth project as a means of sustaining and mainstreaming intercultural 

work within its affiliated youth projects. The project built on previous work that the CCRYS 

had undertaken with Canal Communities Intercultural Centre (which closed in XXX) and 

work by Canal Communities Partnership. CCRYS’s intercultural youth project was housed 

within Bluebell Youth Project from where it operated — although, significantly, its develop-

ment worker based herself one day per week in each of the other two youth projects in the 

area. In what follows, we briefly discuss those aspects of the project’s work that were work 

that were successful before turning to a discussion of challenges experienced in this 

regard. 

5.1 CCRYS Intercultural Youth Project:
What Worked Well?
i. Support for Working with Young People in ‘Non-Traditional’ Youth Work Spaces 

Existing strategies to support intercultural youth work encourage youth workers to devel-

op ‘positive relationships with minority ethnic communities’ (Foróige, 2008: 44). This was 

a crucial aspect of CCRYS intercultural youth project’s work. Significantly, this involved 

responding to a desire on the part of young people to participate in structured leisure and 

developmental activities but who, for reasons relating to a lack of information, a desire for 

more autonomous spaces, cultural beliefs or religious doctrine or for reasons of safety 

were not accessing mainstream youth services. Hence, the project provided both infor-

mation and support to ethnic minority leaders in responding to the needs of their youth 

and, significantly, undertook direct youth work with the young people, albeit on an ad hoc 

basis. 

Crucial to this work was the time that had been devoted to outreach and to establishing 

relationships over the course of the lifetime of the Canal Communities Intercultural Centre, 

a partner organisation within the area within which one of project’s employees had previ-

ously worked. The fact that one of the workers was also a migrant, a Muslim and spoke 

Arabic was also significant in developing relationships. Also of importance were the work-

ers’ involvement in anti-racist activism and other voluntary work with migrant organisations 

which meant that trust was established with other organisations with relative ease. 

 

The fruits of the project’s outreach work were evident in the relationship between the 

project and members of a nearby Dublin mosque. One of the CCRYS project workers 

came to know a volunteer with the mosque who was attempting to introduce activities for 

young women. The project worker described the origins of the relationship: 

There's a volunteer [in the mosque] who had just started a tea party for 

young women and she asked us to come in and meet the young women. 

So I went in and I met the young women and thought 'oh my God, they're 

deadly! They're really cool and they're looking for something.’ And that 

sense that here they are, they're actually in the mosque. And we're walk-

ing around asking why they weren't on the streets. But they are some-

where.

She went on to explain the nature of CCRYS intercultural youth project’s relationship with 

the group:

At different points we've gone down to do different things … So we had a 

couple of different interventions using community arts. And I would have 

gone down and done planning and preparation with the girls. When 

they're having their own stuff going on in the mosque, sometimes [the 

volunteer] would just say to me 'will you pop down and see the girls? 

They'd love to see you.’

She elaborated upon the nature of the support that she provided:

So I just get on great with [this volunteer] … She is trying to get things off 

the ground for young women … So if she says to me 'I don't know what to 

do' and if I know something then I'll try and go down and help them out as 

well. Usually when they have a tea party I'll facilitate one or two activities 

… Sometimes they'll call and say 'we've got this coming up on Saturday 

and we don't know what to do.’ So it's all very informal … [Over Christ-

mas], I had to call down … for something else but of course she got me to 

sit down, told me all about [her] plan [to go to Funderland]. She showed 

me their consent forms. ‘What did I think? How should they do it? What 

kind of activity? What about the ratios?’ … She’s mad looking for support 

and they want to do it the best way they can. 

The volunteer herself gave her perspective:

I was taking care of the ladies and I can see by my eyes the problem with 

the girls, inside the mosque, they don’t have anything to do … That’s why 

I tried to make the group. I started for two years now. My group [is] 

around maybe from 9 years old to 18 years old … Starting … to do some 

fun, like tea party or something like this. And each time I’m bringing 

somebody who can teach them something, like art, like jewellery maker, 

like anything to make them interested, so they can stay and meet as a 

group (Participant B, focus group 1). 

The enjoyment that the young women derived from the activities with CCRYS was evident 

during our discussions with the young Muslim women, at which the CCRYS project worker 

was present: 

Participant P: I really like the way that we done the spray-paint [activity]

Participant Q: [to the CCRYS worker] We’re really going to miss you. [To 

the others] She’s leaving.

Participant P: Well we might do another thing, mightn’t we?

CCRYS project worker: Well there’s talk of a project extension, which 

would mean that I would be back probably for two and a half or three 

months. 

Participant Q: Yay!

CCRYS project worker: But we’re still waiting to see. They’ve said we’re 

getting a project extension, but we still haven’t got the money for the 

project yet …

Participant X:  Yeah but what money do you use? Just bring yourself and 

come!

Participant P: You use it for the paints and all that stuff.

On the other hand, although work of this nature was a key part of the CCRYS project’s 

work and had a positive impact on the young women’s lives, it was clear that the volunteer 

at the mosque and the girls with whom she worked needed more support than the CCRYS 

intercultural project had the capacity to provide. According to the volunteer: 

Actually I work with [CCRYS project worker], she’s very good helper, but 

I need more … more ideas, more project, because you know we need it 

and I not have any contact, just only [CCRYS] but I know she [has other 

commitments too]. I prefer to have more activity, but I don’t have anything 

without help … I need more. My girls need more (Participant B, focus 

group 1)

Similarly, the CCRYS project worker said:

I'm seeing from the young people that they want to be involved in 

services and they want to be involved in activities … [The volunteer at the 

mosque] is supporting people on kind of a one-to-one level but they really 

want structured stuff. They’d love to have a weekly group. They’d love to 

have a space to tease out all [their] stuff.

An organisation providing football training to young Muslim girls also solicited support 

from CCRYS. According to the other CCRYS project worker: 

[Youth sports organisation] are just amazing … but [its director] felt 

straight away that they needed more than training. And straight away he 

put in a personal development space for them. And that's where I actually 

came in and facilitated some of that space for them.

In addition to its work with the Muslim community, the intercultural youth project also 

engaged with organisations working with young Africans. One of the migrant community 

leaders recalled that: 

I knew [CCRYS project worker] and [she] would talk to [my colleague] 

about young people and she told me we should meet to talk about youth 

because of this project. So I went there and they gave me three hours, 

two hours and a half intense class on organising youth activities, which 

was very, very helpful (Participant C, focus group 1).  

Much of this work involved going beyond what the CCRYS project workers described as 

the ‘geographical model’ of youth work provision. This was a reference to the fact that, 

typically, youth work services are organised along area-specific lines. The project felt the 

need to respond to requests for support from organisations outside the Canal Communi-

ties area. These spaces ranged from a mosque, to the Phoenix Park where the Muslim 

girls played football, to migrant organisations located in Dublin’s city centre. According to 

one of the project workers:

We made a judgement and we actually just said 'you know what, we don't 

have a lot of time, we're hearing stuff from young people that are willing 

to talk to us, so even if they don't live in the area, let's listen to them and 

hear what they have to say.’ 

She went on to say:

We have access to a cohort of young people who would be willing to tell 

us why they feel they can't engage with youth services. So as long as we 

can hear the message why they're not engaging, that might actually be 

able to help us then give the youth projects locally the tools to engage 

with the young people in their own locality. 

ii. Brokering and Building Relationships 

Over the course of its lifetime, the intercultural youth project managed to create connec-

tions between young people and youth workers within youth services and young people 

from ethnic minority communities that were not involved in youth work. This was primarily 

achieved by means of collaborative projects on activities of common interest. Though 

questions remain as to the sustainability of these projects due to the ending of the project 

and capacity issues within youth services themselves, the findings do point to some 

potential in this regard. The graffiti project described by one of the youth workers above 

is one such example. The potential of such initiatives was also evident in the football activ-

ities organised by the Canal Communities Intercultural Centre (CCIC), an organisation 

which preceded the establishment of the intercultural youth project but which worked 

closely with local youth projects. One of the project workers interviewed for the research 

was employed by CCIC. She explained: 

We've run an intercultural football tournament maybe two to three times a 

year [over] three years and the first one was 'Goals for Gaza' and we were 

raising funds for a crèche in Gaza. That was community-wide, it was very 

successful and there was a great appetite for it … We realised if we use 

football and we use sport we can actually reach a whole cohort of young 

people who we haven't been able to reach with intercultural projects 

before. So with [the next project] ‘Global Goals’ we've done seven or 

eight tournaments … overall … For me it's like 'woah, this is great' 

because we can't get them to come in for anti-racism projects but they'll 

come and play football and they'll have the dinner afterwards and they'll 

do a penalty shoot-out with some fella they don't know because he looks 

like he can play. It's really good stuff. 

iii. Direct Support to Local Youth Services

In addition to fostering contact between different organisations, CCRYS intercultural youth 

project also worked to support youth organisations to increase the participation of ethnic 

minority young people in their activities. Though this work was challenged by the short 

timescale of the project, it was a hugely important feature of its work. As with other 

aspects of the project’s activities, the process was enabled and enhanced by the fact that 

one of the project workers had already established a relationship with youth services 

during her employment with CCIC and with Canal Communities Partnership and the fact 

that both project workers were experienced youth workers. 

 

The support which the project provided took a number of forms including the direct 

resourcing of youth work, such as the employment of artists to work with young people on 

intercultural issues; initiating collaborative projects described above; problem-solving 

and practical advice and information. When Muslim children began to use one youth 

project’s homework club, for example, CCRYS held two sessions with its workers and 

designed three programmes on the project’s behalf. One youth worker described her 

experience of this support as follows:

You could talk very openly to [CCRYS project worker]. I can say ‘I don’t 

understand this, it just seems mad to me, I just don’t get it’ and she’d be 

able to explain or find out. And likewise because she’s Irish she under-

stood the complexities for us as well –So we were really having very good 

conversations. 

Another youth worker suggested that: 

[CCRYS project worker] is very knowledgeable about all that type of 

[cultural competency] stuff. It’s great to have somebody who you just go 

to and bounce questions off, someone who you know you’re going to see 

every Wednesday. You definitely miss it when it’s gone. We do need that 

type of presence. [She] made it her business to be involved and it’s hard 

to describe what impact that she would have had, but just the fact that 

she’s there and just the fact that contact is there, you can talk to her about 

it, that’s just priceless.

Significantly, while this youth worker was demonstrably committed to inclusive youth work 

practice with young people from all ethnic backgrounds, for him, one of the most signifi-

cant contributions of the intercultural youth project’s presence was helping to keep the 

question of intercultural youth work on his agenda and on that of his organisation:

She’s great to have around and she’s really good at getting … me to [be] 

more aware. There’s definitely more of an awareness. There wasn’t 

enough of her.

The fact that the CCRYS workers were experienced youth workers aided the process of 

securing youth organisational buy-in to such activities. According to one of its project 

workers: 

The two of us were very, very aware of the resources and structures in the 

youth services. And as far as possible [we would] pay for the transport or 

food, have everything. [We] had to do a whole logic model for them … But 

… I know myself as a youth worker when I didn't have time to do other stuff 

and I was fire-fighting and [if] a project came and said 'I'm taking care of 

all of this,’ I was like 'I'm in.’

5.2 CCRYS Intercultural Youth Project:
What Were the Challenges? 
i. Resources and Continuity of Engagement 

The primary challenge experienced by CCRYS intercultural youth project related to the 

time-bound nature of the project and to funding cuts within youth services themselves. 

This meant that it did not always manage to have continuity of engagement with youth 

organisations in the area. In a short period of time, at least two full-time and one part-time 

posts were lost in one youth project due to funding issues. These members of staff had 

been hugely supportive of the relationship with the intercultural project and progress 

stalled following their departure. According to one youth worker: 

Only a couple of months ago we were really having good conversations 

around how to move the whole thing forward, and how to link in with the 

mosque and … that idea of doing different pieces of work and then bring-

ing the groups together and starting with small groups and trying to 

understand each other with young people that were up for it … But with 

everything, with funding and with cuts to the [project], it wasn’t feasible.

We have also seen how a CCRYS project worker was limited in how much support she 

could provide to the young Muslim women and their leader. The closure of the project has 

also meant that its support to migrant organisations has ceased, though its workers contin-

ue to provide some ad hoc support in a voluntary capacity. Given the degree to which the 

project acted as a bridge between different organisations and communities and given that 

its work helped keep intercultural youth work on the agenda of local organisations, its loss 

before the work was more embedded represents a significant barrier to furthering inclu-

sive youth work. 

Our findings confirm the continued relevance of the youth work strategies previously men-

tioned (Foróige, 2008; Lynam, 2009) in guiding youth organisations in the area of intercul-

tural youth work. Some of our recommendations below, in particular our view that intercul-

tural youth work needs to be a conscious and purposive part of practice, echo the 

concerns of such resources. Our research has also highlighted a number of issues, such 

as identity, religious/cultural value systems or parental expectations, which were not 

centrally addressed in detail in previous strategies but which are directly relevant to youth 

work. 

Our findings highlight the potential of youth work, showing for instance, that standard 

youth work methods such as art and sport can offer ways of fostering cross-community 

interaction and understanding. Such activities, however, are greatly enhanced if they can 

be part of a sustained form of engagement. 

This research also suggests that fostering youth work with young people from ethnic 

minorities may require a re-evaluation of the term ‘at risk’ within the context of youth work. 

Assuming the term continues to have salience - and we recognise its problematic nature 

- it may need to be expanded to recognise the ‘risk’ associated with experiences of racism 

and exclusion and with other challenges faced by young people from ethnic minority com-

munities. Crucially, this research demonstrates that young people from ethnic minorities 

may have complex needs relating to their sense of identity and their sense of belonging 

to Irish society. These needs can affect their participation in youth work. However, youth 

work can play a role in supporting young people in navigating such issues. 

The research further illustrates that young people from ethnic minority groups, in particu-

lar young women, may be more ‘hidden’ than Irish teenagers and that their needs may be 

best addressed within gender- or identity-specific groups. This suggests that an 

‘open-door’ policy is not sufficient to support the inclusion of such young people. The 

research also indicates that youth work with some young migrants may need to happen in 

spaces other than mainstream youth services and in ways which go beyond existing 

geographical boundaries. 

The research confirms that outreach, relationship-building and partnerships with ethnic 

minority communities and organisations remain crucial. Building the trust of parents and 

community leaders may take time. It further indicates that while cultural and religion are 

hugely important influences on young people’s lives and needs to be taken on board in 

terms of youth work planning, they do not determine all behaviour, attitudes or difference. 

The experience of CCRYS intercultural youth project and its partner youth organisations 

also suggests that while equality/anti-racist policies and training remain critical, 

‘on-the-ground’ trial and error is a key source of learning. It further demonstrates that 

having a specific project or worker dedicated to integrating young people from ethnic 

minority communities can help catalyse relationships between different organisations and 

keep intercultural youth work ‘on the agenda’.  

Finally, while this report has emphasised the position of ethnic minority young people, we 

also argue that inclusive youth work can assist young people within the ethnic majority to 

relate to the culturally diverse society in which they are growing up. 

Below, we offer some suggestions for practice based upon these findings and conclu-

sions. Each of these recommendations is offered with the caveat that there is no one ‘blue-

print’ for youth work whatever the cohort it seeks to include. 

Youth organisations/workers should:

•    Acknowledge that the inclusion of young people from ethnic minorities needs to be a 

conscious and purposive part of youth work;

•    Recognise that young people from ethnic minorities often balance a complex set of 

demands and  may need support in coping with the sometimes competing expecta-

tions on them; 

•   Support young people to feel a sense of belonging and to navigate their complex 

personal and social identities; 

•    Support young people to explore the differing value systems in which they are located; 

•    Validate young people’s experiences of racism, support young people to process its 

painful effects but also provide a framework for young people to understand and chal-

lenge racism safely;

•  Build fluency around racism and diversity in order that organisations are better 

equipped to support minority inclusion in youth work;

•    Foster critical conversations on the theme of racism with all their young people to help 

to address racist attitudes;

•    Where necessary, support young people at risk of racist abuse to travel safely to their 

projects;

•    Re-examine a traditional preference for starting work with young people from minority 

ethnic communities in integrated youth work spaces; instead youth work responses 

should be led by what the young people want and need to feel safe and included. This 

may mean establishing single-identity/gender-specific groups;

•    Develop greater religious literacy;

•    Work to diversify their staff and volunteer base; 

•    Develop relationships of trust with parents and leaders from ethnic minority communi-

ties; 

•    Where appropriate, support young people to self-organise and take action on issues 

which concern them;

•     Recognise that young people may feel uncomfortable with activities which single them 

out on the basis of their migrant/ethnic minority status or which require them to be 

‘representative’ of a particular country or culture;

•    Evaluate the efficacy of their outreach strategies to ensure that ethnic minority young 

people are not being inadvertently excluded;

•    Examine norms and cultural practices within their organisations and evaluate whether 

these may be difficult for young people from ethnic minority communities to navigate.

Youth organisations and funders should:

•    Acknowledge that funding cuts to youth work can lead to ‘fire-fighting’ and reduce the 

capacity for furthering inclusive practice;

•    Recognise the efficacy of a dedicated project or worker in supporting youth work with 

young people from ethnic minorities and allocate resources accordingly; 

•    Explore ways of replicating or adapting the model spearheaded by CCRYS intercultur-

al youth project on a regional basis and in a manner which suits local needs.  
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As mentioned in our introduction, Canal Communities Regional Youth Service established 

its intercultural youth project as a means of sustaining and mainstreaming intercultural 

work within its affiliated youth projects. The project built on previous work that the CCRYS 

had undertaken with Canal Communities Intercultural Centre (which closed in XXX) and 

work by Canal Communities Partnership. CCRYS’s intercultural youth project was housed 

within Bluebell Youth Project from where it operated — although, significantly, its develop-

ment worker based herself one day per week in each of the other two youth projects in the 

area. In what follows, we briefly discuss those aspects of the project’s work that were work 

that were successful before turning to a discussion of challenges experienced in this 

regard. 

5.1 CCRYS Intercultural Youth Project:
What Worked Well?
i. Support for Working with Young People in ‘Non-Traditional’ Youth Work Spaces 

Existing strategies to support intercultural youth work encourage youth workers to devel-

op ‘positive relationships with minority ethnic communities’ (Foróige, 2008: 44). This was 

a crucial aspect of CCRYS intercultural youth project’s work. Significantly, this involved 

responding to a desire on the part of young people to participate in structured leisure and 

developmental activities but who, for reasons relating to a lack of information, a desire for 

more autonomous spaces, cultural beliefs or religious doctrine or for reasons of safety 

were not accessing mainstream youth services. Hence, the project provided both infor-

mation and support to ethnic minority leaders in responding to the needs of their youth 

and, significantly, undertook direct youth work with the young people, albeit on an ad hoc 

basis. 

Crucial to this work was the time that had been devoted to outreach and to establishing 

relationships over the course of the lifetime of the Canal Communities Intercultural Centre, 

a partner organisation within the area within which one of project’s employees had previ-

ously worked. The fact that one of the workers was also a migrant, a Muslim and spoke 

Arabic was also significant in developing relationships. Also of importance were the work-

ers’ involvement in anti-racist activism and other voluntary work with migrant organisations 

which meant that trust was established with other organisations with relative ease. 

 

The fruits of the project’s outreach work were evident in the relationship between the 

project and members of a nearby Dublin mosque. One of the CCRYS project workers 

came to know a volunteer with the mosque who was attempting to introduce activities for 

young women. The project worker described the origins of the relationship: 

There's a volunteer [in the mosque] who had just started a tea party for 

young women and she asked us to come in and meet the young women. 

So I went in and I met the young women and thought 'oh my God, they're 

deadly! They're really cool and they're looking for something.’ And that 

sense that here they are, they're actually in the mosque. And we're walk-

ing around asking why they weren't on the streets. But they are some-

where.

She went on to explain the nature of CCRYS intercultural youth project’s relationship with 

the group:

At different points we've gone down to do different things … So we had a 

couple of different interventions using community arts. And I would have 

gone down and done planning and preparation with the girls. When 

they're having their own stuff going on in the mosque, sometimes [the 

volunteer] would just say to me 'will you pop down and see the girls? 

They'd love to see you.’

She elaborated upon the nature of the support that she provided:

So I just get on great with [this volunteer] … She is trying to get things off 

the ground for young women … So if she says to me 'I don't know what to 

do' and if I know something then I'll try and go down and help them out as 

well. Usually when they have a tea party I'll facilitate one or two activities 

… Sometimes they'll call and say 'we've got this coming up on Saturday 

and we don't know what to do.’ So it's all very informal … [Over Christ-

mas], I had to call down … for something else but of course she got me to 

sit down, told me all about [her] plan [to go to Funderland]. She showed 

me their consent forms. ‘What did I think? How should they do it? What 

kind of activity? What about the ratios?’ … She’s mad looking for support 

and they want to do it the best way they can. 

The volunteer herself gave her perspective:

I was taking care of the ladies and I can see by my eyes the problem with 

the girls, inside the mosque, they don’t have anything to do … That’s why 

I tried to make the group. I started for two years now. My group [is] 

around maybe from 9 years old to 18 years old … Starting … to do some 

fun, like tea party or something like this. And each time I’m bringing 

somebody who can teach them something, like art, like jewellery maker, 

like anything to make them interested, so they can stay and meet as a 

group (Participant B, focus group 1). 

The enjoyment that the young women derived from the activities with CCRYS was evident 

during our discussions with the young Muslim women, at which the CCRYS project worker 

was present: 

Participant P: I really like the way that we done the spray-paint [activity]

Participant Q: [to the CCRYS worker] We’re really going to miss you. [To 

the others] She’s leaving.

Participant P: Well we might do another thing, mightn’t we?

CCRYS project worker: Well there’s talk of a project extension, which 

would mean that I would be back probably for two and a half or three 

months. 

Participant Q: Yay!

CCRYS project worker: But we’re still waiting to see. They’ve said we’re 

getting a project extension, but we still haven’t got the money for the 

project yet …

Participant X:  Yeah but what money do you use? Just bring yourself and 

come!

Participant P: You use it for the paints and all that stuff.

On the other hand, although work of this nature was a key part of the CCRYS project’s 

work and had a positive impact on the young women’s lives, it was clear that the volunteer 

at the mosque and the girls with whom she worked needed more support than the CCRYS 

intercultural project had the capacity to provide. According to the volunteer: 

Actually I work with [CCRYS project worker], she’s very good helper, but 

I need more … more ideas, more project, because you know we need it 

and I not have any contact, just only [CCRYS] but I know she [has other 

commitments too]. I prefer to have more activity, but I don’t have anything 

without help … I need more. My girls need more (Participant B, focus 

group 1)

Similarly, the CCRYS project worker said:

I'm seeing from the young people that they want to be involved in 

services and they want to be involved in activities … [The volunteer at the 

mosque] is supporting people on kind of a one-to-one level but they really 

want structured stuff. They’d love to have a weekly group. They’d love to 

have a space to tease out all [their] stuff.

An organisation providing football training to young Muslim girls also solicited support 

from CCRYS. According to the other CCRYS project worker: 

[Youth sports organisation] are just amazing … but [its director] felt 

straight away that they needed more than training. And straight away he 

put in a personal development space for them. And that's where I actually 

came in and facilitated some of that space for them.

In addition to its work with the Muslim community, the intercultural youth project also 

engaged with organisations working with young Africans. One of the migrant community 

leaders recalled that: 

I knew [CCRYS project worker] and [she] would talk to [my colleague] 

about young people and she told me we should meet to talk about youth 

because of this project. So I went there and they gave me three hours, 

two hours and a half intense class on organising youth activities, which 

was very, very helpful (Participant C, focus group 1).  

Much of this work involved going beyond what the CCRYS project workers described as 

the ‘geographical model’ of youth work provision. This was a reference to the fact that, 

typically, youth work services are organised along area-specific lines. The project felt the 

need to respond to requests for support from organisations outside the Canal Communi-

ties area. These spaces ranged from a mosque, to the Phoenix Park where the Muslim 

girls played football, to migrant organisations located in Dublin’s city centre. According to 

one of the project workers:

We made a judgement and we actually just said 'you know what, we don't 

have a lot of time, we're hearing stuff from young people that are willing 

to talk to us, so even if they don't live in the area, let's listen to them and 

hear what they have to say.’ 

She went on to say:

We have access to a cohort of young people who would be willing to tell 

us why they feel they can't engage with youth services. So as long as we 

can hear the message why they're not engaging, that might actually be 

able to help us then give the youth projects locally the tools to engage 

with the young people in their own locality. 

ii. Brokering and Building Relationships 

Over the course of its lifetime, the intercultural youth project managed to create connec-

tions between young people and youth workers within youth services and young people 

from ethnic minority communities that were not involved in youth work. This was primarily 

achieved by means of collaborative projects on activities of common interest. Though 

questions remain as to the sustainability of these projects due to the ending of the project 

and capacity issues within youth services themselves, the findings do point to some 

potential in this regard. The graffiti project described by one of the youth workers above 

is one such example. The potential of such initiatives was also evident in the football activ-

ities organised by the Canal Communities Intercultural Centre (CCIC), an organisation 

which preceded the establishment of the intercultural youth project but which worked 

closely with local youth projects. One of the project workers interviewed for the research 

was employed by CCIC. She explained: 

We've run an intercultural football tournament maybe two to three times a 

year [over] three years and the first one was 'Goals for Gaza' and we were 

raising funds for a crèche in Gaza. That was community-wide, it was very 

successful and there was a great appetite for it … We realised if we use 

football and we use sport we can actually reach a whole cohort of young 

people who we haven't been able to reach with intercultural projects 

before. So with [the next project] ‘Global Goals’ we've done seven or 

eight tournaments … overall … For me it's like 'woah, this is great' 

because we can't get them to come in for anti-racism projects but they'll 

come and play football and they'll have the dinner afterwards and they'll 

do a penalty shoot-out with some fella they don't know because he looks 

like he can play. It's really good stuff. 

iii. Direct Support to Local Youth Services

In addition to fostering contact between different organisations, CCRYS intercultural youth 

project also worked to support youth organisations to increase the participation of ethnic 

minority young people in their activities. Though this work was challenged by the short 

timescale of the project, it was a hugely important feature of its work. As with other 

aspects of the project’s activities, the process was enabled and enhanced by the fact that 

one of the project workers had already established a relationship with youth services 

during her employment with CCIC and with Canal Communities Partnership and the fact 

that both project workers were experienced youth workers. 

 

The support which the project provided took a number of forms including the direct 

resourcing of youth work, such as the employment of artists to work with young people on 

intercultural issues; initiating collaborative projects described above; problem-solving 

and practical advice and information. When Muslim children began to use one youth 

project’s homework club, for example, CCRYS held two sessions with its workers and 

designed three programmes on the project’s behalf. One youth worker described her 

experience of this support as follows:

You could talk very openly to [CCRYS project worker]. I can say ‘I don’t 

understand this, it just seems mad to me, I just don’t get it’ and she’d be 

able to explain or find out. And likewise because she’s Irish she under-

stood the complexities for us as well –So we were really having very good 

conversations. 

Another youth worker suggested that: 

[CCRYS project worker] is very knowledgeable about all that type of 

[cultural competency] stuff. It’s great to have somebody who you just go 

to and bounce questions off, someone who you know you’re going to see 

every Wednesday. You definitely miss it when it’s gone. We do need that 

type of presence. [She] made it her business to be involved and it’s hard 

to describe what impact that she would have had, but just the fact that 

she’s there and just the fact that contact is there, you can talk to her about 

it, that’s just priceless.

Significantly, while this youth worker was demonstrably committed to inclusive youth work 

practice with young people from all ethnic backgrounds, for him, one of the most signifi-

cant contributions of the intercultural youth project’s presence was helping to keep the 

question of intercultural youth work on his agenda and on that of his organisation:

She’s great to have around and she’s really good at getting … me to [be] 

more aware. There’s definitely more of an awareness. There wasn’t 

enough of her.

The fact that the CCRYS workers were experienced youth workers aided the process of 

securing youth organisational buy-in to such activities. According to one of its project 

workers: 

The two of us were very, very aware of the resources and structures in the 

youth services. And as far as possible [we would] pay for the transport or 

food, have everything. [We] had to do a whole logic model for them … But 

… I know myself as a youth worker when I didn't have time to do other stuff 

and I was fire-fighting and [if] a project came and said 'I'm taking care of 

all of this,’ I was like 'I'm in.’

5.2 CCRYS Intercultural Youth Project:
What Were the Challenges? 
i. Resources and Continuity of Engagement 

The primary challenge experienced by CCRYS intercultural youth project related to the 

time-bound nature of the project and to funding cuts within youth services themselves. 

This meant that it did not always manage to have continuity of engagement with youth 

organisations in the area. In a short period of time, at least two full-time and one part-time 

posts were lost in one youth project due to funding issues. These members of staff had 

been hugely supportive of the relationship with the intercultural project and progress 

stalled following their departure. According to one youth worker: 

Only a couple of months ago we were really having good conversations 

around how to move the whole thing forward, and how to link in with the 

mosque and … that idea of doing different pieces of work and then bring-

ing the groups together and starting with small groups and trying to 

understand each other with young people that were up for it … But with 

everything, with funding and with cuts to the [project], it wasn’t feasible.

We have also seen how a CCRYS project worker was limited in how much support she 

could provide to the young Muslim women and their leader. The closure of the project has 

also meant that its support to migrant organisations has ceased, though its workers contin-

ue to provide some ad hoc support in a voluntary capacity. Given the degree to which the 

project acted as a bridge between different organisations and communities and given that 

its work helped keep intercultural youth work on the agenda of local organisations, its loss 

before the work was more embedded represents a significant barrier to furthering inclu-

sive youth work. 

Our findings confirm the continued relevance of the youth work strategies previously men-

tioned (Foróige, 2008; Lynam, 2009) in guiding youth organisations in the area of intercul-

tural youth work. Some of our recommendations below, in particular our view that intercul-

tural youth work needs to be a conscious and purposive part of practice, echo the 

concerns of such resources. Our research has also highlighted a number of issues, such 

as identity, religious/cultural value systems or parental expectations, which were not 

centrally addressed in detail in previous strategies but which are directly relevant to youth 

work. 

Our findings highlight the potential of youth work, showing for instance, that standard 

youth work methods such as art and sport can offer ways of fostering cross-community 

interaction and understanding. Such activities, however, are greatly enhanced if they can 

be part of a sustained form of engagement. 

This research also suggests that fostering youth work with young people from ethnic 

minorities may require a re-evaluation of the term ‘at risk’ within the context of youth work. 

Assuming the term continues to have salience - and we recognise its problematic nature 

- it may need to be expanded to recognise the ‘risk’ associated with experiences of racism 

and exclusion and with other challenges faced by young people from ethnic minority com-

munities. Crucially, this research demonstrates that young people from ethnic minorities 

may have complex needs relating to their sense of identity and their sense of belonging 

to Irish society. These needs can affect their participation in youth work. However, youth 

work can play a role in supporting young people in navigating such issues. 

The research further illustrates that young people from ethnic minority groups, in particu-

lar young women, may be more ‘hidden’ than Irish teenagers and that their needs may be 

best addressed within gender- or identity-specific groups. This suggests that an 

‘open-door’ policy is not sufficient to support the inclusion of such young people. The 

research also indicates that youth work with some young migrants may need to happen in 

spaces other than mainstream youth services and in ways which go beyond existing 

geographical boundaries. 

The research confirms that outreach, relationship-building and partnerships with ethnic 

minority communities and organisations remain crucial. Building the trust of parents and 

community leaders may take time. It further indicates that while cultural and religion are 

hugely important influences on young people’s lives and needs to be taken on board in 

terms of youth work planning, they do not determine all behaviour, attitudes or difference. 

The experience of CCRYS intercultural youth project and its partner youth organisations 

also suggests that while equality/anti-racist policies and training remain critical, 

‘on-the-ground’ trial and error is a key source of learning. It further demonstrates that 

having a specific project or worker dedicated to integrating young people from ethnic 

minority communities can help catalyse relationships between different organisations and 

keep intercultural youth work ‘on the agenda’.  

Finally, while this report has emphasised the position of ethnic minority young people, we 

also argue that inclusive youth work can assist young people within the ethnic majority to 

relate to the culturally diverse society in which they are growing up. 

Below, we offer some suggestions for practice based upon these findings and conclu-

sions. Each of these recommendations is offered with the caveat that there is no one ‘blue-

print’ for youth work whatever the cohort it seeks to include. 

Youth organisations/workers should:

•    Acknowledge that the inclusion of young people from ethnic minorities needs to be a 

conscious and purposive part of youth work;

•    Recognise that young people from ethnic minorities often balance a complex set of 

demands and  may need support in coping with the sometimes competing expecta-

tions on them; 

•   Support young people to feel a sense of belonging and to navigate their complex 

personal and social identities; 

•    Support young people to explore the differing value systems in which they are located; 

•    Validate young people’s experiences of racism, support young people to process its 

painful effects but also provide a framework for young people to understand and chal-

lenge racism safely;

•  Build fluency around racism and diversity in order that organisations are better 

equipped to support minority inclusion in youth work;

•    Foster critical conversations on the theme of racism with all their young people to help 

to address racist attitudes;

•    Where necessary, support young people at risk of racist abuse to travel safely to their 

projects;

•    Re-examine a traditional preference for starting work with young people from minority 

ethnic communities in integrated youth work spaces; instead youth work responses 

should be led by what the young people want and need to feel safe and included. This 

may mean establishing single-identity/gender-specific groups;

•    Develop greater religious literacy;

•    Work to diversify their staff and volunteer base; 

•    Develop relationships of trust with parents and leaders from ethnic minority communi-

ties; 

•    Where appropriate, support young people to self-organise and take action on issues 

which concern them;

•     Recognise that young people may feel uncomfortable with activities which single them 

out on the basis of their migrant/ethnic minority status or which require them to be 

‘representative’ of a particular country or culture;

•    Evaluate the efficacy of their outreach strategies to ensure that ethnic minority young 

people are not being inadvertently excluded;

•    Examine norms and cultural practices within their organisations and evaluate whether 

these may be difficult for young people from ethnic minority communities to navigate.

Youth organisations and funders should:

•    Acknowledge that funding cuts to youth work can lead to ‘fire-fighting’ and reduce the 

capacity for furthering inclusive practice;

•    Recognise the efficacy of a dedicated project or worker in supporting youth work with 

young people from ethnic minorities and allocate resources accordingly; 

•    Explore ways of replicating or adapting the model spearheaded by CCRYS intercultur-

al youth project on a regional basis and in a manner which suits local needs.  
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As mentioned in our introduction, Canal Communities Regional Youth Service established 

its intercultural youth project as a means of sustaining and mainstreaming intercultural 

work within its affiliated youth projects. The project built on previous work that the CCRYS 

had undertaken with Canal Communities Intercultural Centre (which closed in XXX) and 

work by Canal Communities Partnership. CCRYS’s intercultural youth project was housed 

within Bluebell Youth Project from where it operated — although, significantly, its develop-

ment worker based herself one day per week in each of the other two youth projects in the 

area. In what follows, we briefly discuss those aspects of the project’s work that were work 

that were successful before turning to a discussion of challenges experienced in this 

regard. 

5.1 CCRYS Intercultural Youth Project:
What Worked Well?
i. Support for Working with Young People in ‘Non-Traditional’ Youth Work Spaces 

Existing strategies to support intercultural youth work encourage youth workers to devel-

op ‘positive relationships with minority ethnic communities’ (Foróige, 2008: 44). This was 

a crucial aspect of CCRYS intercultural youth project’s work. Significantly, this involved 

responding to a desire on the part of young people to participate in structured leisure and 

developmental activities but who, for reasons relating to a lack of information, a desire for 

more autonomous spaces, cultural beliefs or religious doctrine or for reasons of safety 

were not accessing mainstream youth services. Hence, the project provided both infor-

mation and support to ethnic minority leaders in responding to the needs of their youth 

and, significantly, undertook direct youth work with the young people, albeit on an ad hoc 

basis. 

Crucial to this work was the time that had been devoted to outreach and to establishing 

relationships over the course of the lifetime of the Canal Communities Intercultural Centre, 

a partner organisation within the area within which one of project’s employees had previ-

ously worked. The fact that one of the workers was also a migrant, a Muslim and spoke 

Arabic was also significant in developing relationships. Also of importance were the work-

ers’ involvement in anti-racist activism and other voluntary work with migrant organisations 

which meant that trust was established with other organisations with relative ease. 

 

The fruits of the project’s outreach work were evident in the relationship between the 

project and members of a nearby Dublin mosque. One of the CCRYS project workers 

came to know a volunteer with the mosque who was attempting to introduce activities for 

young women. The project worker described the origins of the relationship: 

There's a volunteer [in the mosque] who had just started a tea party for 

young women and she asked us to come in and meet the young women. 

So I went in and I met the young women and thought 'oh my God, they're 

deadly! They're really cool and they're looking for something.’ And that 

sense that here they are, they're actually in the mosque. And we're walk-

ing around asking why they weren't on the streets. But they are some-

where.

She went on to explain the nature of CCRYS intercultural youth project’s relationship with 

the group:

At different points we've gone down to do different things … So we had a 

couple of different interventions using community arts. And I would have 

gone down and done planning and preparation with the girls. When 

they're having their own stuff going on in the mosque, sometimes [the 

volunteer] would just say to me 'will you pop down and see the girls? 

They'd love to see you.’

She elaborated upon the nature of the support that she provided:

So I just get on great with [this volunteer] … She is trying to get things off 

the ground for young women … So if she says to me 'I don't know what to 

do' and if I know something then I'll try and go down and help them out as 

well. Usually when they have a tea party I'll facilitate one or two activities 

… Sometimes they'll call and say 'we've got this coming up on Saturday 

and we don't know what to do.’ So it's all very informal … [Over Christ-

mas], I had to call down … for something else but of course she got me to 

sit down, told me all about [her] plan [to go to Funderland]. She showed 

me their consent forms. ‘What did I think? How should they do it? What 

kind of activity? What about the ratios?’ … She’s mad looking for support 

and they want to do it the best way they can. 

The volunteer herself gave her perspective:

I was taking care of the ladies and I can see by my eyes the problem with 

the girls, inside the mosque, they don’t have anything to do … That’s why 

I tried to make the group. I started for two years now. My group [is] 

around maybe from 9 years old to 18 years old … Starting … to do some 

fun, like tea party or something like this. And each time I’m bringing 

somebody who can teach them something, like art, like jewellery maker, 

like anything to make them interested, so they can stay and meet as a 

group (Participant B, focus group 1). 

The enjoyment that the young women derived from the activities with CCRYS was evident 

during our discussions with the young Muslim women, at which the CCRYS project worker 

was present: 

Participant P: I really like the way that we done the spray-paint [activity]

Participant Q: [to the CCRYS worker] We’re really going to miss you. [To 

the others] She’s leaving.

Participant P: Well we might do another thing, mightn’t we?

CCRYS project worker: Well there’s talk of a project extension, which 

would mean that I would be back probably for two and a half or three 

months. 

Participant Q: Yay!

CCRYS project worker: But we’re still waiting to see. They’ve said we’re 

getting a project extension, but we still haven’t got the money for the 

project yet …

Participant X:  Yeah but what money do you use? Just bring yourself and 

come!

Participant P: You use it for the paints and all that stuff.

On the other hand, although work of this nature was a key part of the CCRYS project’s 

work and had a positive impact on the young women’s lives, it was clear that the volunteer 

at the mosque and the girls with whom she worked needed more support than the CCRYS 

intercultural project had the capacity to provide. According to the volunteer: 

Actually I work with [CCRYS project worker], she’s very good helper, but 

I need more … more ideas, more project, because you know we need it 

and I not have any contact, just only [CCRYS] but I know she [has other 

commitments too]. I prefer to have more activity, but I don’t have anything 

without help … I need more. My girls need more (Participant B, focus 

group 1)

Similarly, the CCRYS project worker said:

I'm seeing from the young people that they want to be involved in 

services and they want to be involved in activities … [The volunteer at the 

mosque] is supporting people on kind of a one-to-one level but they really 

want structured stuff. They’d love to have a weekly group. They’d love to 

have a space to tease out all [their] stuff.

An organisation providing football training to young Muslim girls also solicited support 

from CCRYS. According to the other CCRYS project worker: 

[Youth sports organisation] are just amazing … but [its director] felt 

straight away that they needed more than training. And straight away he 

put in a personal development space for them. And that's where I actually 

came in and facilitated some of that space for them.

In addition to its work with the Muslim community, the intercultural youth project also 

engaged with organisations working with young Africans. One of the migrant community 

leaders recalled that: 

I knew [CCRYS project worker] and [she] would talk to [my colleague] 

about young people and she told me we should meet to talk about youth 

because of this project. So I went there and they gave me three hours, 

two hours and a half intense class on organising youth activities, which 

was very, very helpful (Participant C, focus group 1).  

Much of this work involved going beyond what the CCRYS project workers described as 

the ‘geographical model’ of youth work provision. This was a reference to the fact that, 

typically, youth work services are organised along area-specific lines. The project felt the 

need to respond to requests for support from organisations outside the Canal Communi-

ties area. These spaces ranged from a mosque, to the Phoenix Park where the Muslim 

girls played football, to migrant organisations located in Dublin’s city centre. According to 

one of the project workers:

We made a judgement and we actually just said 'you know what, we don't 

have a lot of time, we're hearing stuff from young people that are willing 

to talk to us, so even if they don't live in the area, let's listen to them and 

hear what they have to say.’ 

She went on to say:

We have access to a cohort of young people who would be willing to tell 

us why they feel they can't engage with youth services. So as long as we 

can hear the message why they're not engaging, that might actually be 

able to help us then give the youth projects locally the tools to engage 

with the young people in their own locality. 

ii. Brokering and Building Relationships 

Over the course of its lifetime, the intercultural youth project managed to create connec-

tions between young people and youth workers within youth services and young people 

from ethnic minority communities that were not involved in youth work. This was primarily 

achieved by means of collaborative projects on activities of common interest. Though 

questions remain as to the sustainability of these projects due to the ending of the project 

and capacity issues within youth services themselves, the findings do point to some 

potential in this regard. The graffiti project described by one of the youth workers above 

is one such example. The potential of such initiatives was also evident in the football activ-

ities organised by the Canal Communities Intercultural Centre (CCIC), an organisation 

which preceded the establishment of the intercultural youth project but which worked 

closely with local youth projects. One of the project workers interviewed for the research 

was employed by CCIC. She explained: 

We've run an intercultural football tournament maybe two to three times a 

year [over] three years and the first one was 'Goals for Gaza' and we were 

raising funds for a crèche in Gaza. That was community-wide, it was very 

successful and there was a great appetite for it … We realised if we use 

football and we use sport we can actually reach a whole cohort of young 

people who we haven't been able to reach with intercultural projects 

before. So with [the next project] ‘Global Goals’ we've done seven or 

eight tournaments … overall … For me it's like 'woah, this is great' 

because we can't get them to come in for anti-racism projects but they'll 

come and play football and they'll have the dinner afterwards and they'll 

do a penalty shoot-out with some fella they don't know because he looks 

like he can play. It's really good stuff. 

iii. Direct Support to Local Youth Services

In addition to fostering contact between different organisations, CCRYS intercultural youth 

project also worked to support youth organisations to increase the participation of ethnic 

minority young people in their activities. Though this work was challenged by the short 

timescale of the project, it was a hugely important feature of its work. As with other 

aspects of the project’s activities, the process was enabled and enhanced by the fact that 

one of the project workers had already established a relationship with youth services 

during her employment with CCIC and with Canal Communities Partnership and the fact 

that both project workers were experienced youth workers. 

 

The support which the project provided took a number of forms including the direct 

resourcing of youth work, such as the employment of artists to work with young people on 

intercultural issues; initiating collaborative projects described above; problem-solving 

and practical advice and information. When Muslim children began to use one youth 

project’s homework club, for example, CCRYS held two sessions with its workers and 

designed three programmes on the project’s behalf. One youth worker described her 

experience of this support as follows:

You could talk very openly to [CCRYS project worker]. I can say ‘I don’t 

understand this, it just seems mad to me, I just don’t get it’ and she’d be 

able to explain or find out. And likewise because she’s Irish she under-

stood the complexities for us as well –So we were really having very good 

conversations. 

Another youth worker suggested that: 

[CCRYS project worker] is very knowledgeable about all that type of 

[cultural competency] stuff. It’s great to have somebody who you just go 

to and bounce questions off, someone who you know you’re going to see 

every Wednesday. You definitely miss it when it’s gone. We do need that 

type of presence. [She] made it her business to be involved and it’s hard 

to describe what impact that she would have had, but just the fact that 

she’s there and just the fact that contact is there, you can talk to her about 

it, that’s just priceless.

Significantly, while this youth worker was demonstrably committed to inclusive youth work 

practice with young people from all ethnic backgrounds, for him, one of the most signifi-

cant contributions of the intercultural youth project’s presence was helping to keep the 

question of intercultural youth work on his agenda and on that of his organisation:

She’s great to have around and she’s really good at getting … me to [be] 

more aware. There’s definitely more of an awareness. There wasn’t 

enough of her.

The fact that the CCRYS workers were experienced youth workers aided the process of 

securing youth organisational buy-in to such activities. According to one of its project 

workers: 

The two of us were very, very aware of the resources and structures in the 

youth services. And as far as possible [we would] pay for the transport or 

food, have everything. [We] had to do a whole logic model for them … But 

… I know myself as a youth worker when I didn't have time to do other stuff 

and I was fire-fighting and [if] a project came and said 'I'm taking care of 

all of this,’ I was like 'I'm in.’

5.2 CCRYS Intercultural Youth Project:
What Were the Challenges? 
i. Resources and Continuity of Engagement 

The primary challenge experienced by CCRYS intercultural youth project related to the 

time-bound nature of the project and to funding cuts within youth services themselves. 

This meant that it did not always manage to have continuity of engagement with youth 

organisations in the area. In a short period of time, at least two full-time and one part-time 

posts were lost in one youth project due to funding issues. These members of staff had 

been hugely supportive of the relationship with the intercultural project and progress 

stalled following their departure. According to one youth worker: 

Only a couple of months ago we were really having good conversations 

around how to move the whole thing forward, and how to link in with the 

mosque and … that idea of doing different pieces of work and then bring-

ing the groups together and starting with small groups and trying to 

understand each other with young people that were up for it … But with 

everything, with funding and with cuts to the [project], it wasn’t feasible.

We have also seen how a CCRYS project worker was limited in how much support she 

could provide to the young Muslim women and their leader. The closure of the project has 

also meant that its support to migrant organisations has ceased, though its workers contin-

ue to provide some ad hoc support in a voluntary capacity. Given the degree to which the 

project acted as a bridge between different organisations and communities and given that 

its work helped keep intercultural youth work on the agenda of local organisations, its loss 

before the work was more embedded represents a significant barrier to furthering inclu-

sive youth work. 

Our findings confirm the continued relevance of the youth work strategies previously men-

tioned (Foróige, 2008; Lynam, 2009) in guiding youth organisations in the area of intercul-

tural youth work. Some of our recommendations below, in particular our view that intercul-

tural youth work needs to be a conscious and purposive part of practice, echo the 

concerns of such resources. Our research has also highlighted a number of issues, such 

as identity, religious/cultural value systems or parental expectations, which were not 

centrally addressed in detail in previous strategies but which are directly relevant to youth 

work. 

Our findings highlight the potential of youth work, showing for instance, that standard 

youth work methods such as art and sport can offer ways of fostering cross-community 

interaction and understanding. Such activities, however, are greatly enhanced if they can 

be part of a sustained form of engagement. 

This research also suggests that fostering youth work with young people from ethnic 

minorities may require a re-evaluation of the term ‘at risk’ within the context of youth work. 

Assuming the term continues to have salience - and we recognise its problematic nature 

- it may need to be expanded to recognise the ‘risk’ associated with experiences of racism 

and exclusion and with other challenges faced by young people from ethnic minority com-

munities. Crucially, this research demonstrates that young people from ethnic minorities 

may have complex needs relating to their sense of identity and their sense of belonging 

to Irish society. These needs can affect their participation in youth work. However, youth 

work can play a role in supporting young people in navigating such issues. 

The research further illustrates that young people from ethnic minority groups, in particu-

lar young women, may be more ‘hidden’ than Irish teenagers and that their needs may be 

best addressed within gender- or identity-specific groups. This suggests that an 

‘open-door’ policy is not sufficient to support the inclusion of such young people. The 

research also indicates that youth work with some young migrants may need to happen in 

spaces other than mainstream youth services and in ways which go beyond existing 

geographical boundaries. 

The research confirms that outreach, relationship-building and partnerships with ethnic 

minority communities and organisations remain crucial. Building the trust of parents and 

community leaders may take time. It further indicates that while cultural and religion are 

hugely important influences on young people’s lives and needs to be taken on board in 

terms of youth work planning, they do not determine all behaviour, attitudes or difference. 

The experience of CCRYS intercultural youth project and its partner youth organisations 

also suggests that while equality/anti-racist policies and training remain critical, 

‘on-the-ground’ trial and error is a key source of learning. It further demonstrates that 

having a specific project or worker dedicated to integrating young people from ethnic 

minority communities can help catalyse relationships between different organisations and 

keep intercultural youth work ‘on the agenda’.  

Finally, while this report has emphasised the position of ethnic minority young people, we 

also argue that inclusive youth work can assist young people within the ethnic majority to 

relate to the culturally diverse society in which they are growing up. 

Below, we offer some suggestions for practice based upon these findings and conclu-

sions. Each of these recommendations is offered with the caveat that there is no one ‘blue-

print’ for youth work whatever the cohort it seeks to include. 

Youth organisations/workers should:

•    Acknowledge that the inclusion of young people from ethnic minorities needs to be a 

conscious and purposive part of youth work;

•    Recognise that young people from ethnic minorities often balance a complex set of 

demands and  may need support in coping with the sometimes competing expecta-

tions on them; 

•   Support young people to feel a sense of belonging and to navigate their complex 

personal and social identities; 

•    Support young people to explore the differing value systems in which they are located; 

•    Validate young people’s experiences of racism, support young people to process its 

painful effects but also provide a framework for young people to understand and chal-

lenge racism safely;

•  Build fluency around racism and diversity in order that organisations are better 

equipped to support minority inclusion in youth work;

•    Foster critical conversations on the theme of racism with all their young people to help 

to address racist attitudes;

•    Where necessary, support young people at risk of racist abuse to travel safely to their 

projects;

•    Re-examine a traditional preference for starting work with young people from minority 

ethnic communities in integrated youth work spaces; instead youth work responses 

should be led by what the young people want and need to feel safe and included. This 

may mean establishing single-identity/gender-specific groups;

•    Develop greater religious literacy;

•    Work to diversify their staff and volunteer base; 

•    Develop relationships of trust with parents and leaders from ethnic minority communi-

ties; 

•    Where appropriate, support young people to self-organise and take action on issues 

which concern them;

•     Recognise that young people may feel uncomfortable with activities which single them 

out on the basis of their migrant/ethnic minority status or which require them to be 

‘representative’ of a particular country or culture;

•    Evaluate the efficacy of their outreach strategies to ensure that ethnic minority young 

people are not being inadvertently excluded;

•    Examine norms and cultural practices within their organisations and evaluate whether 

these may be difficult for young people from ethnic minority communities to navigate.

Youth organisations and funders should:

•    Acknowledge that funding cuts to youth work can lead to ‘fire-fighting’ and reduce the 

capacity for furthering inclusive practice;

•    Recognise the efficacy of a dedicated project or worker in supporting youth work with 

young people from ethnic minorities and allocate resources accordingly; 

•    Explore ways of replicating or adapting the model spearheaded by CCRYS intercultur-

al youth project on a regional basis and in a manner which suits local needs.  

    

Appendix A: Interview and Focus Group Guides

The following questions served as a general guide for the interviews and for the focus 

group with community/religious leaders:

1.    Can you tell me about: 
-      Your organisation/the community that you work with

-      Your role in the organisation

-      The length of time that you have been in your current role/organisation

-      The type of activities carried out by the organisation

-     The types of young people directly targeted (if any) and the types of young people 

generally accessing the organisation. 

2.     What has been your experience of the CCRYS and its intercultural project?

3.     How have young people been participating in the work of the organisation – who 
are they? And what is your role in this?

4.   Do you work with migrant/ethnic minority communities/predominantly ‘Irish’ 
groups? If so, how?

5.    What are the issues being faced by the young people coming to your organisa-
tion? (needs, challenges) 

6.     Is your organisation in a position to help them overcome these issues?

7.     What do you know about youth work? How do you come into contact with youth 
work? 

8.   What role, if any, do you feel it could play with the young people that you 
know/work with? 

8. Appendices
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Questions for adult interviewees and focus groups

All were asked for the following basic details:

•    Your role in the organisation

•    Length of time in current role/org

•    Type of activities carried out by org

•   Types of young people directly targeted (if any); types of young people generally 

accessing the org

Questions for two workers with the Canal Communities Regional 
Youth Services intercultural youth project;

•    Tell me about the intercultural project

•  In working with ME leaders – what has your contact been? And what have you 

observed? (any gaps that youth work can fill?)

•    In working with young people from ME background – what has your contact been? 

And what have you observed?

•    In working with youth work orgs in Canal Communities – what has your contact been? 

And what have you observed? How was contact initiated is and what is the signifi-

cance of that? 

•   In your opinion how successful has youth work been in facilitating access of young 

people from ME backgrounds, either in this area or more generally? What challenges 

have you observed? What do you feel needs to change?

•    What can youth work bring to the lives of ME young people (including the different and 

various backgrounds they may come from)

Questions for two youth workers with youth projects in the Canal 
Communities area;

•    What has been your experience of the CCRYS and the intercultural project?

•    Have you had contact with young people from ME backgrounds in your work? How did 

this contact take place?

•   What challenges have you faced in working with ME young people (if any)? As a worker 

or as an organisation?

•    What role do you think youth work can play in integration and contact between diverse 

young people?

Questions for a parent of Muslim young people and the focus group 
with minority ethnic and faith-based leaders

•    What has been your experience of the CCRYS and the intercultural project?

•    How have young people been participating in the work of the organisation – who are 

they? And what is your role in this?

•    Do you work with other communities/predominantly ‘Irish’ groups? If so, how?

•    What are the issues being faced by the young people coming to your organisation? 

(needs, challenges) Is your organisation in a position to help them overcome these 

issues?

•    What do you know about youth work (generally, where you live)? How do you come 

into contact with youth work and the intercultural project of CCRYS? What role do you 

feel it could play in working with 
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•   In your opinion how successful has youth work been in facilitating access of young 
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have you observed? What do you feel needs to change?

•    What can youth work bring to the lives of ME young people (including the different and 

various backgrounds they may come from)

Questions for two youth workers with youth projects in the Canal 
Communities area;

•    What has been your experience of the CCRYS and the intercultural project?

•    Have you had contact with young people from ME backgrounds in your work? How did 

this contact take place?

•   What challenges have you faced in working with ME young people (if any)? As a worker 

or as an organisation?

•    What role do you think youth work can play in integration and contact between diverse 

young people?

Questions for a parent of Muslim young people and the focus group 
with minority ethnic and faith-based leaders

•    What has been your experience of the CCRYS and the intercultural project?

•    How have young people been participating in the work of the organisation – who are 

they? And what is your role in this?

•    Do you work with other communities/predominantly ‘Irish’ groups? If so, how?

•    What are the issues being faced by the young people coming to your organisation? 

(needs, challenges) Is your organisation in a position to help them overcome these 

issues?

•    What do you know about youth work (generally, where you live)? How do you come 

into contact with youth work and the intercultural project of CCRYS? What role do you 

feel it could play in working with 



66

 We believe in equality, diversity and inclusion. We would like all people to feel included.  In 
order understand individual needs and interests we are asking you to complete the form below. 

This form is ANONYMOUS. However, only reveal what you are happy for us to know.               
The information given will be treated confidentially and only used for our research. Thank you! 

 

Male    Female  

 

Age 
…….  

 

Who do you live with? 
Brothers            Sisters                
Parent(s)             Grandparents  
Guardian(s)          Alone              
With friends        With other family  
Other...................... 

   Are you involved in 

youth groups as: 

• Young person?     

• Youth leader?    

• Both?  

• Not involved    

  Name of youth/other groups you are involved in 

1. ………………………..    

2. ………………………..    

3. ……………………….. 

How did you hear about the youth group(s) you are involved in? 

………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………….… 

(e.g. friends, school, from youth worker, local newspaper, Facebook, referred by someone, etc)  

Which country were you born in? 

………………………..   
Which other countries have you lived in? 
………………………..  ………………………..  
What citizenship do you have? 
………………………..  ………………………..  

If you were born outside of Ireland, what 
age were you when you first moved to 
Ireland? ………………………..   

Where do you live/have you lived in 
Ireland?  
Now:………………………..   Before:………………………..  

How do you describe your Ethnic / Cultural / National Identity:   
……………………………………………………………………….… 
(Give your answer as you would to your friends when you are describing the group to which you feel you 
belong to and most identify with. Answers that others have given include Irish, Irish Traveller, British, 
British-Irish, Brazilian, Polish-Irish, Nigerian, Indian-Irish Lithuanian, Chinese etc. – the list is endless) 
 

Your Parents’/Guardians’ or ethnic / cultural / national identities:  
………………………………………………………………….   ………………………………………………………………….…    
(this is to recognise the cultural influences that may have played a part in your life) 
Languages you speak at home/with family:  

1………………………      2 ………………………     3……………………   

 
Your active (practising) religion:        ………………………………………………………………………                                                       
 

Appendix B: Survey from Young People
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Individual needs:  
Do you have a disability?  Yes    No     If Yes, Physical?  or Learning disability?  
Medical condition?           Yes   No  
Dietary requirement?       Yes   No  
If yes does it affect your participation in the youth group in any way   Yes   No  
If yes please describe how it affects your participation  
………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………  

Are you currently taking part in other extra-curricular activities? If yes please explain  
 
………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………… 
     

Have you taken part in other extra-curricular activities in the past? If yes please explain why you 
stopped  
 
………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………… 
Have you taken part in activities in your youth group where you discussed identity and belonging  If 
yes please explain  
………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………… 
…………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………. 

Have you taken part in activities in your youth group where you discussed racism, or any other 
activities that tackle stereotyping and prejudice  If yes please explain 
………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………… 

What other activities would you like to take part in in future? (in current or other groups) 

 Team building      
       Computers     

Video & photography    

Community action  

 Music/ Singing        
 
International exchanges    
 
Exchanges with others in Ireland  

 
  Craft       

 Sport   
 Spirituality   

Leadership skills  

 Adventure sports & 

outdoor activities  

 Art           

 Personal Development  

 Building Self-Confidence  

Global Justice /Development 

education  

Health promotion  

Sexual health education  

Mental health promotion  

     Drama        
 
Other  ___________ 
 
 

If you were to sum up what’s it like being involved in your youth group what would you say? 

………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………...  




