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Abstract 

Resilience – understood as the ability to overcome adversity - has appeared to be 

central in research around children’s coping strategies in the context of migration.  

Existing research in different disciplines has associated spirituality with meaning in life, 

making sense of suffering, engendering hope and finding a sense of protection; 

however, little research exists on spirituality and resilience among displaced children. 

This paper aims to contribute to closing this existing gap.  

Understanding spirituality as ‘the aspect of humanity that refers to the way individuals 

seek and express meaning and purpose and the way they experience their 

connectedness to the moment, to self, to others, to nature, and to the significant or 

sacred’ (Puchalski, 2009; 804), this paper argues that spirituality has the potential to 

answer to these deep existential needs, and, by doing so, can constitute a key resilience 

factor for people in adversity, including migrant children. 

Through an exploratory qualitative investigation involving adult professionals working 

with migrant children and adult faith leaders and/or experts in spirituality, the present 

research paper aims to answer two main questions: 1) Is spirituality important for 

Central American migrant children’s resilience and, if so, what is spirituality’s 

particular contribution?; and 2) Is it possible to nurture migrant children’s spirituality 

in multi-faith and non-faith settings and, if so, how can this be done? 

This study brought five main findings: 1) Spirituality is a key element in building 

resilience in Central American migrant children; 2) Spirituality in the context of Central 

American migrant children can be understood using Bronfenbrenner’s ecological 

model of resilience; 3) Migrant children’s spirituality can be nurtured through ordinary, 

day-to-day activities; 4) Intentionality and spiritual awareness are two important 

prerequisites for spiritual care; and 5) Migrant children’s spiritual nurturing faces 

challenges ranging from operational difficulties to harmful religious narratives. 

Furthermore, this research provides strong elements to suggest that these findings can 

potentially be true in other multi-faith and non-faith contexts. 
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Chapter One: Introduction 

In the last few decades, the concept of ‘resilience’ has appeared to be central in research 

around children’s coping strategies in migration situations (Ager, 2010; 1281) (Ni 

Raghallaigh et al., 2009; 227) as, according to Grotberg, without resilience, children 

cannot triumph over difficulty (1995; 9). Resilience relates to an individual’s ability to 

overcome adversity (Dillen; 2012; 62) and has been associated with: a sense of meaning 

and purpose, autonomy, social competence, a critical consciousness and problem-

solving skills (Raftopoulos, 2011; 152). Among the factors that have been found to 

contribute to resilience, faith, religiosity and spirituality have been frequently 

mentioned (Ni Raghallaigh., 2009; 227) (Barral, 2009; 45); yet, these factors have 

usually received less attention than others (Benson, 2003; 205). The interest in the 

potential contribution of spirituality among researchers, practitioners and policy 

makers is rather recent but has been increasing, as it has been believed that more 

scientific knowledge could lead to better ways to promote it, measure it and advocate 

for it (Rodriguez, 2011; 26). 

 

The relationship between spirituality and resilience has been enquired into by 

academic researchers from different disciplines, especially around people experiencing 

trauma, chronic disease and death (Rodriguez, 2011; 26), showing that spirituality and 

resilience work side-by-side and are ‘shaped by relationships with family, friends, 

schools, faith traditions, communities and places of work, and all of these play a role in 

informing a young person’s sense of efficacy and worth, esteem and confidence’ 

(Sharma et al., 2013; 4). Despite this evidence on the positive contribution of 
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spirituality to resilience and well-being, further research is needed with different 

groups and within more diverse socio-cultural and religious contexts, in order to 

validate and generalize these conclusions (Rodriguez, 2011; 26).  

 

One of the contexts where the relationship between spirituality and resilience is still 

underestimated, unexplored and under-applied is among migrant children. Research in 

this field is particularly urgent because of the increasing numbers of children fleeing 

their countries due to persecution, conflict, generalized violence, or poverty. In fact, it 

has been estimated that the number of forcibly displaced people worldwide surpassed 

60 million by mid-2015 (UNHCR, 2015; 3) and that at least half of these people were 

under the age of twenty (McLeigh, 2013; 1058) (Save the Children, 2014). Tackling 

refugee children’s needs is of foremost importance as, first, they are holders of rights 

according to the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child –UNCRC– and are 

entitled to special protection and humanitarian assistance under article 22 (UNCRC, 

1989; 6). Second, they are particularly vulnerable to deprivation, forced labour, 

trafficking, sexual exploitation, abuse, neglect and violence (UNICEF, 2012; 1). And 

third, as neuroscience affirms, during childhood, critical changes take place, affecting 

physical and mental health, adaptability to change, life-long learning abilities and 

resilience (NDSU, 2009; 3); thus, toxic stress caused by deep experiences of adversity 

can have life-long effects on children, preventing them from developing fully and 

reaching their potential (Middlebrooks et al., 2008; 6) (UNICEF, 2014; 6). In addition to 

this, recent research evidenced that the current responses to migrant children are not 

enough as the hardship they face in their countries of origin, during transit and in 
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destination countries can be so serious that their vision of the world, understanding of 

life, conception of God and perception of themselves can be deeply affected (Mann, 

2012; 455). Janoff-Bulman explains this reality through his Assumptive Worlds Theory, 

which states that experiences of serious adversity and suffering impact three types of 

assumptions: 1) The belief in the goodness of the world; 2) The belief that the world 

and life are meaningful; and 3) The belief in one’s own worth and value (1983; 3–6). 

Such a sense of insecurity, helplessness and powerlessness cannot be effectively tackled 

through traditional humanitarian assistance but rather suggests the need of other 

approaches. Understanding spirituality as ‘the aspect of humanity that refers to the way 

individuals seek and express meaning and purpose and the way they experience their 

connectedness to the moment, to self, to others, to nature, and to the significant or 

sacred’ (Puchalski, 2009; 804), this paper argues that spirituality has the potential to 

answer to these deep existential needs, and, by doing so, can constitute a key resilience 

factor for people in adversity, including migrant children. 

 

The present study focuses on the context of migrant children in Central America, 

unaccompanied or travelling in family units (MPI, 2016; 1), as in this tiny region, an 

‘undeclared regional war’ has been going on with the potential to be as damaging as any 

large-scale conflict. In fact, the numbers of people fleeing violence in Central America 

(MPI, 2016; 3) has reached levels unseen since the 1980s (ACNUR, 2014; 12). As a 

result, the number of applications for asylum from Central America has increased 

fivefold since 2008 and, in 2014, the United States received 250 per cent more 

applications for asylum from people in Central America than in 2013 (ACNUR, 2016). 
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Although international law differentiates ‘migrants’, ‘refugees’ and ‘asylum seekers’ on 

the basis of their reasons for travelling, this paper will use these terms interchangeably 

as, despite the special protection refugees are supposedly entitled to, the reality shows 

that refugee and migrant children are exposed to similar situations of vulnerability in 

transit and in their destination countries (OIM, 2014; 13)1 . 

 

Through an exploratory qualitative investigation involving adult professionals working 

with migrant children and adult faith leaders and/or experts in spirituality, this 

research paper aims to answer two main questions: 1) Is spirituality important for 

Central American migrant children’s resilience and, if so, what is spirituality’s 

particular contribution?; and 2) Is it possible to nurture migrant children’s spirituality 

in multi-faith and non-faith settings and, if so, how can this be done? It will do so by 

briefly describing, in Chapter Two, the context of migrant children in Central America 

and offering an overview of the existing literature on spirituality and resilience. Then, 

Chapter Three will present the methodology of the empirical research; and Chapter 

Four will describe and analyse the findings of this research. Finally, Chapter Five will 

discuss the research findings in the light of the research questions. This study concludes 

with Chapter Six, which provides final reflections on the implications of this study and 

key topics for further research. 

                                                             
1 The Special Rapporteur of the Commission on Human Rights has proposed that the following 

persons should be considered as migrants : (a) Persons who are outside the territory of the State of 

which they are nationals or citizens, are not subject to its legal protection and are in the territory of 

another State; (b) Persons who do not enjoy the general legal recognition of rights which is inherent 

in the granting by the host state of the status of refugee, naturalized person or a similar status; (c) 

Persons who do not enjoy general legal protection of their fundamental rights by virtue of diplomatic 

agreements, visas or other agreements (United Nations, 2002: 12). 
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Chapter Two: Literature Review 

2.1 The general context of Central American migrant children 

Central America is a region composed of seven countries and 45 million inhabitants, of 

which 4 million – equivalent to one in five Salvadorans and one in 15 Guatemalans and 

Hondurans (the ‘Northern Triangle of Central America’) – live in the United States (MPI, 

2016; 5). This section provides information on the causes, risks and responses to 

children’s migration within and out of Central America, as a basis for understanding 

why the elements of spirituality and resilience can contribute to making the response 

to this crisis more holistic and sustainable. 

 

2.1.1 The causes and different types of children’s migration in Central 

America 

The migration crisis in Central America is the product of deep and historic inequalities 

between North and Central American countries (Ruiz Peralta et al., 2015; 300). 

However, recent migration differs from the migration wave of the 1980s, when millions 

of people escaped from civil war and political persecution. Today, migration is marked 

by two characteristics: first, the increasing number of children – especially adolescents 

– migrating alone; and second, the multiplicity and inter-relationship of factors that are 

leading people to migrate (ACNUR, 2014; 12). According to a study of detained migrant 

children in Mexico, the three main reasons for children to migrate today are: violence, 

poverty and family reunification (following the 1980s migration wave) (ACNUR, 2014; 

10). In fact, this non-declared war is the result of the spread of generalized violence 

(MPI, 2016; 3), which is why violence represents 50 per cent of the reasons why Central 
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American children migrate and is expressed in varied ways including organized crime, 

criminal gangs, gender-based violence and family maltreatment and abuse (ACNUR, 

2014; 12).  

 

The main destination of Central American migrants is the United States, which, in 

response, intensified control of its border with Mexico, allocated more resources for the 

prosecution of migrant smugglers and launched the large-scale strategy together with 

Guatemala and Honduras (MPI, 2016; 2). However, as the conditions of violence, 

poverty and insecurity in the countries of origin are far from being solved, it is unlikely 

that the flow of children migrating to this Northern country will stop, despite the 

increased migration controls; it will just get more dangerous for them (MPI, 2016; 6). 

 

2.1.2 The profile of Central American migrant children 

The complexity of factors related to migration make it difficult to define a unique profile 

of Central American migrant children. However, five general characteristics have been 

identified: 1) Low level of education associated with lack of access to schools and 

delinquency in school settings; 2) Deprivation, extreme poverty and exclusion; 3) 

Single-parent households – mostly women, namely mother or grandmother; 4) 

Participation in the workforce at an early age, especially in low-paid jobs in the informal 

sector; and 5) Being adolescent and boy (depending on the country, unaccompanied 

migrant children tend to be adolescents and boys. However, in El Salvador, for example, 

the proportion of migrant boys and girls is almost 50-50). (ACNUR, 2013; 24). 
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2.1.3 The risks to which Central American migrant children are exposed 

Although the risks and impacts of migration on children can vary depending on gender, 

country of origin, ethnic origin and age (ACNUR, 2014; 15), in general those children 

who migrate within Central America – whether or not accompanied – are at risk of 

systematic violations of their rights – to life, to fair treatment, to an identity, to an 

education, to healthcare, to protection – throughout their journey (ACNUR, 2013; 20). 

Being migrants and children, they are subject to a double invisibility: on the one hand, 

migration laws do not fulfil children’s rights, and on the other hand, local child 

protection services fail to recognize their specific needs as migrant children or 

discriminate against them because of their irregular migration status (Save the 

Children, 2014). As a result, children are denied access to essential public services like 

housing, healthcare and education, leaving them in conditions of extreme deprivation 

in overcrowded and unsafe shelters, which is detrimental for their healthy 

development and well-being (Wessells et al., 2013; 30).  

 

In addition, when entering a foreign territory, children are regarded as threats or 

offenders against migration laws, instead of being seen first and foremost as children. 

As a consequence, children are judged in the same way as adult offenders, so they are 

criminalized, detained and deported. In Mexico, for instance, the government has been 

accused of allowing the illegal detention and deportation to the United States of 

children in their way (Aristegui, 2015). Uncertainty, anxiety and the fear of being 

deported have been shown to lead some of these children to depression, self-harm and 

even to suicide (UNICEF, 2006; 201) (ACNUR, 2013; 27). Painful testimonies of 
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intimidation, extortion, violent treatment by police, inhumane conditions and abuse of 

many kinds (ACNUR, 2014; 22), explain why the experience of detention is so traumatic, 

potentially leaving permanent negative effects on migrant and refugee children’s 

mental and physical health (UNICEF, 2006; 201). Fearful of being detained, children on 

the move are often reluctant to rely on local authorities or legal shelters for their 

protection, preferring to take alternative routes – ‘blind points’ - which increases their 

risk of being tackled by organized crime networks associated with kidnaping, extortion, 

sexual abuse and exploitation, robbery, smuggling, trafficking and other illegal 

activities (ACNUR, 2014; 7).  

 

2.1.4 Common responses to the problem of meeting Central American migrant 

children’s needs 

At the global level, a framework that has often been used to prioritize the types of 

responses required to meet the needs of children involved in forced migration is 

Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs (1943), with its five-stage pyramidal shape that 

communicates that the most fundamental needs – at the bottom – have to be fulfilled in 

order to achieve the higher levels of growth and development (Freitas, 2011; 9). 

Although this framework is useful for practical purposes, it has been widely criticized 

for its simplistic and static conceptualization of human needs. In fact, field experience 

and research have shown that the relationship between Maslow’s Needs is dynamic 

rather than, as the pyramidal shape suggests, hierarchical (McLeod, 2014). In practice, 

successful strategies to help migrant and refugee children overcome the adversity they 

face once they leave their countries of origin have gone beyond the ‘physiological needs’ 
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of Maslow’s bottom layer – such as shelter, food and clothing – and include the provision 

of humanitarian assistance in relation to physical and mental health, family 

reunification, access to school, opportunities to play and vocational training as ways to 

provide special protection to migrant boys and girls (Mann, 2012; 449).  

 

Because in Central America such high numbers of displaced children are a quite recent 

phenomenon, governments, international agencies and civil society are still adjusting 

their responses to tackle children’s specific needs (Moreno, 2013; 76). The vast 

majority of charities working with migrants in Central America are linked to faith 

groups, mainly the Catholic Church (Moreno, 2013; 76). This fact can be explained by 

two main factors: the strong presence of Christianity in Latin America, with 88 per cent 

of the population identifying themselves as Catholic or Protestant (Pew Research 

Center, 2014; 4); and the important role that the Catholic Church has historically played 

in helping the poor and advocating for justice, especially during harsh times (Pew 

Research Center, 2014; 10). Nevertheless, it is important to say that these centres set 

up to help migrant children rely on the work of secular volunteers, do not show any 

type of discrimination against the people they aim to serve and do not proselytize 

(Moreno, 2013; 76). There is little academic literature and research on programs which 

provide special support to migrant children in Central America; however, since 2014, it 

is clear that some child-focused Non-Government Organizations have started to 

incorporate programs that include special spaces for children, psycho-social therapy, 

vocational training, schooling and opportunities to play (Elsalvador.com, 2014), as 
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these initiatives have demonstrably contributed to building resilience among migrant 

and refugee children in other contexts  (Wessells et al., 2014; 30) (Ager, 2010; 1272). 

 

2.1.5 The gap between migrant children’s needs and common responses 

Despite this will to go beyond basic needs, some researchers have argued that the 

responses to migrant children’s needs are still not adequate, as the daily challenges 

faced by these children are so hard that they are usually led to ask very deep questions 

about the existence of God, the purpose of their life, their sense of being alive and their 

worth as human beings (Mann, 2012; 455). This is what educator and anthropologist 

Gillian Mann investigated among displaced Congolese children living in Tanzania. In 

fact, listening to children’s narratives made her conclude that their illegal status and the 

condition of ‘refugees’, the hostile environment, the lack of access to services, the 

conditions of poverty, the limited social support, resulted in a life characterized by 

constant fear, isolation and disappointment. This had a direct impact on how they 

perceived themselves – a ‘lost generation’, a ‘waste’ – and how they viewed life –

‘miserable’, ‘worse than anything ever experienced’, ‘boring and meaningless’ (Mann, 

2012; 254). In fact, as their present was marked by strong feelings of humiliation, 

suffering and hopelessness, children were no longer able to imagine their future, which 

was undermining their humanity because ‘it was the very idea of a future that 

motivated them to make it through the day ahead’ (Mann, 2012; 456). This is what 

Mann called a ‘spiritual death, in which life has no meaning’ (Mann, 2012; 458). These 

findings resonate with research in Latin America among forcibly displaced populations 

that affirm that, in addition to the physical difficulties, migrants face other challenges 
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related to finding a new sense to life, a meaning to loss, building relationships with new 

people and in a new environment, and the re-definition of their identity (Gomez, 2012; 

65). These findings suggest that a deeper dimension of life and self needs to be 

addressed in order to tackle the needs of migrant children effectively and help them 

overcome the difficulties they face. 

 

2.1.6 Migration and resilience 

One of the attempts to provide a more holistic approach to helping people facing 

adversity has involved considering resilience and, in the last years, its contribution to 

migrant population has been increasingly explored. Ann Masten, expert on childhood 

resilience, defines it as ‘the process of, capacity for, or outcome of successful adaptation 

despite challenging or threatening circumstances’ (1990; 426) (Barba, 2012; 207) 

(Ager, 2015; 1). In a study among unaccompanied children from Africa, Asia and Europe 

– from Christian and Muslim background – living in Ireland, Ni Raghallaigh et al. (2009) 

identified six concrete coping strategies children adopted to overcome the difficulties 

they face: 1) Maintaining continuity in a changed context; 2) Adjusting by learning and 

changing; 3) Adopting a positive outlook; 4) Suppressing emotions and seeking 

distraction; 5) Acting independently; and 6) Distrusting. Although it was not the focus 

of that research, religion and religious beliefs were found to be important in all of the 

six strategies (227). Some children mentioned, for example, that their faith was 

something they could carry to their new country, even if they had to adapt it to their 

new environment (229). Other children identified God as their source of protection, 

support and hope– ‘I believe he’s the one that’s still protecting me’ (230) – which helped 
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them to see their reality in a more positive way; this explains why fostering a close 

relationship with God was so important for them – ‘I pray for God to help me’(231). 

Furthermore, some children suggested a physical intervention of God to provide them 

help: ‘I believe he’s the one that sent the man to help me. I believe he’s the one that 

brought me to this country’ (230).  

 

Similarly, a research study of Central American migrants in a transit shelter in Mexico 

concluded that the most important factors that helped them to build resilience were: 

trustful relations; support from religious organizations including shelters; hope for the 

future; value systems and beliefs; creativity and persistence; problem-solving; self-

consciousness (Barral, 2009; 47). In addition – and similarly to Ni Raghallaigh et al. – 

this research highlighted the existing close relationship between a migrant’s faith and 

their capacity for resilience. This was reflected in expressions like ‘My strength only 

comes from God’; ‘I always trust God’; and ‘God has helped me’ (Barral, 2009; 45).  

 

In both of these research studies on resilience factors, religiosity was identified as a key 

element in helping migrant children to build resilience, as it provided a sense of 

protection, meaningfulness, self-value and connectedness. Based on research within 

different disciplines, the following section describes the concept of resilience, highlights 

its links with spirituality, and applies them to the context of forced migration. 

 



20 

2.2 Spirituality and resilience: a new field of research 

Resilience in general has been associated with a sense of purpose, critical 

consciousness, social competence, autonomy and problem-solving skills (Raftopoulos, 

2011; 152). Within migrant children, resilience relates to the various ways in which the 

children respond to the challenges they face in transit and in their destination 

countries, turning from ‘passive victims’ into ‘active survivors’ (Ni Raghallaigh et al., 

2009; 227). On the other hand, spirituality has been defined as ‘the aspect of humanity 

that refers to the way individuals seek and express meaning and purpose and the way 

they experience their connectedness to the moment, to self, to others, to nature, and to 

the significant or sacred’ (Puchalski, 2009; 804). Although other definitions of 

spirituality will be explored in the last section, this research will use Puchalski’s 

definition, as it provides a simple, clear and deep understanding of this concept, from 

clinical, academic and pastoral perspectives. 

 

2.2.1 Understanding resilience 

As resilience is a human reality rather than a concept, there is no single definition of it 

(BICE, 2014; 10). Debates spin around resilience as a personal ability, a process, or a 

result (Barba, 2012; 207). Despite the differences, most researchers and experts agree 

on some facts: 1) Resilience characterizes actions like resisting, overcoming obstacles, 

self-protecting and moving forward; 2) It is built up over time but is particularly 

revealed in difficult and challenging circumstances, and 3) It is a product of experiences 

and interactions with people and the environment, even before an individual’s birth 

(Rutter and Vanistendael in Barba, 2012; 207) (Masten, 1990). Vanistendael added to 
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this the concept of sublimation, understood as the capacity to find positive outcomes in 

the midst of a difficult reality. Dugal, on the other hand, distinguished five types of 

resilience: psychological, familiar, communitarian, vicarious and spiritual; the last of 

these deals with ‘the capacity to respond to stressors, adversity and traumatic events, 

without […] losing the vital capacity of the spirit (loving, understanding, forgiving or 

generously serving others), the mind (to think rationally, objectively and in a balanced 

way) and the body (to operate healthily)’ (Rodriguez, 2011; 27). 

 

2.2.2 Resilience – the ecological model 

For Vanistendael, resilience is not an absolute and is often an unconscious process that 

is built up due to interactions between an individual and his or her context; thus, it can 

also be fostered intentionally through external support (Universitat de Barcelona, 

2011). From this perspective, although genetic factors are important in defining it, 

relationships and support networks play a key role in strengthening it (Embrace the 

future) (Ager et al., 2010; 1281). This idea has been expressed through the resilience 

ecological model, which was developed on Bronfenbrenner’s theory, which asserts that 

individuals are influenced by, and interact within, different systems: individual 

(including internal factors like personal values, beliefs, skills); microsystems 

(influenced mainly by family values, norms and expectations); exosystems (including 

schools and the local community); and macrosystems (referring to the broader society 

culture, policies, government services and socio-economic conditions) 

(www.embracethefuture.org). Each of these systems contains both protective and risk 

factors, which are interdependent and are constantly interacting with each other 
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(Masten et al., 2008; 2) (Dillen, 2012; 65). Understanding resilience risk and protective 

factors can contribute to more strategic and effective responses, targeting children’s 

main risk factors and building on the positive factors already existing in both internal 

and external spheres (www.embracethefuture.org) (Universitat de Barcelona, 2011). 

This approach is particularly important for migrant children, as their capacity to build 

resilience will not only depend on their individual capacities but on their access to 

external resources at the family, community and social levels. This implies, for example, 

the existence of policies and programs that encourage family reunification, ensure 

access to school and other basic services, facilitate community integration and 

challenge xenophobic attitudes. 

 

2.2.3 Models to foster resilience 

Based on her investigations, Masten concluded that resilience was an ‘ordinary magic’, 

as it is built through ordinary life-processes but is determinant in an individual’s life. 

This means that resilience can successfully be promoted through intentional programs 

and policies which increase children’s opportunities to develop fully despite adversity 

(Masten, 2001; 227). Vanistendael developed the ‘casita’ model for resilience to 

illustrate how key components interact in building it (Vanistendael, 2007; 119). The 

soil contains basic needs like shelter and food. The ground floor is made up of 

connections, relationships and acceptance. The first floor is made up of a sense of 

meaningfulness, which can be fostered through concrete projects linked to the context. 

The second floor is divided into three rooms: capacity development (cognitive and 

emotional); self-value (stimulates self-protection and self-satisfaction); and humour 



23 

(can help to accept life in a constructive way). Finally, the attic contains personal 

dreams, plans and new experiences to be discovered (Dillen, 2012; 63) (Barba, 2012; 

208). The clarity, depth and practicality of this model has led to it being applied in 

different settings, including in schools in the Netherlands (Morreel and Roemer in 

Dillen, 2012; 63). Another model was developed by E. Grotberg, who proposed three 

‘sources’ for resilience –I have, I am and I can– each containing five elements. ‘I have’ 

relates to external resources that contribute to develop a sense of safety and security 

and includes: trusting relationships; structure and rules at home; role models; 

encouragement to be autonomous; and access to health, education, welfare and security 

services. The second source, ‘I am’, includes the child’s personal strengths and is 

supported by feelings of being: lovable; loving, empathic and altruistic; proud of 

himself; autonomous and responsible; and filled with hope, faith and trust. Finally, the 

‘I can’ source deals with social and interpersonal skills like: communication; problem-

solving; management of feelings and impulses; perception; and seeking out trusting 

relationships (Grotberg, 1995; 9). 

 

Although these models were developed for secular settings, they include elements that 

relate to Puchalski’s definition of spirituality. For example, Vanistendael’s ‘casita’ model 

contains the ‘sense of meaningfulness’, ‘connections’, ‘relationships’, ‘acceptance’ and 

‘self-value’. Similarly, Groetberg’s model includes the same elements and explicitly 

refers to hope and faith under the source ‘I am’, which relate to the child’s ‘confidence 

and faith in morality and goodness, and may express this as a belief in God or higher 

spiritual being’ (Groetberg, 1995; 9). These models suggest the existence of a 
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conceptual overlap between resilience and spirituality, which is consistent with other 

research that will be explored below. 

 

2.2.4 The existing findings on spirituality and resilience 

The relationship between spirituality and resilience has been investigated in the 

contexts of death (Greef et al., 2003), violent trauma (Connor et al., 2007), war 

(Fernando et al., 2011) and austerity (Sharma et al., 2013; 4). Within the health field, 

various studies have associated spiritual awareness with increased levels of well-being 

among chronically ill and disabled patients, by providing them meaning in life, making 

sense of suffering, engendering hope and peace, finding a sense of support and 

protection, coping with stressors and uncertainties associated with illness (Tanyi, 

2002; 503). In palliative care, Echard affirmed that spirituality was based on the 

‘conviction that there is “more” to life than what we can observe materially’ (Echard 

2006 in Vanistendael, 2007; 118), and found that it contributed to building resilience 

by: helping people feel valued and accepted (121); fostering a ‘realistic hope’ through 

the belief that future life can be good, regardless of being healed or not (127); and 

finding meaning to life. With relation to treatment for addiction, the ‘Twelve-steps 

program’ has focused on spirituality and transcendence and has been proved to be 

effective (Rodríguez, 2011; 30). Additionally, Vanistendael highlighted some elements 

that contribute to healing, which can be acquired through spiritualty: forgiveness, 

gratitude, acceptance of vulnerability and openness to readjusting life priorities 

(Vanistendael, 2007; 127). Finally, Puchalski added that spiritual beliefs affect health 
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care decision-making and argues that spirituality should be integrated into treatment 

plans (Puchalski, 2009; 804). 

 

A study of Australian adolescents attending a religious organization revealed that 

spiritual well-being contributed to resilience through encouraging healthy behaviours, 

providing social support, fostering family connectedness and engendering positive 

emotions (Smith et al., 2013; 12). Similarly, Sundararajan-Reddy’s research (2005) 

suggested that adolescents that find meaning and purpose in their lives, in the midst of 

difficult situations, have more potential to build resilience and not to develop 

behavioural problems (Rodriguez, 2011; 33). 

 

2.2.5 Spirituality as a resilience factor in migration settings 

The findings presented in the previous sections suggest that spirituality can play a role 

in building migrant children’s resilience; yet, research on ‘why’ and ‘how’ this 

contribution takes place is missing. In 2002, the Journal of Refugee Studies 

acknowledged that religion and spirituality constituted ‘a source of emotional and 

cognitive support, a form of social and political expression and mobilization, and a 

vehicle for community building and group identity’ (Gozdiak et al., 2002; 129). Then, 

various studies conducted among migrant populations from different cultural and 

religious backgrounds affirmed that spirituality and religion facilitated the adaptation 

processes, generated new social senses (Gomez, 2012; 61) and enhanced a person’s 

psychological and physical well-being (Hutchinson, 2012; 61). Similarly, Clark’s 2004 

study of Bosnian Muslim refugees in Chicago revealed that religious beliefs and 
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spirituality could be counted as resilience factors as they provided meaning to the 

experience of displacement, which helped the refugees to adapt and survive as a 

minority and excluded group, especially after 9/11 (Rodríguez, 2011; 35).  

 

Within the context of Latin America, a study of the role of spirituality in the context of 

internal displacement in Colombia – where more than five million people were forcibly 

displaced between 1985 and 2010 – found that spirituality provided redemption and 

healing through the practice of religious rituals and the provision of a supporting 

community (Gomez, 2012; 72). In addition, this study showed that fostering a 

relationship with transcendence (in this case, God), allowed the displaced people to find 

a meaning to their suffering, a sense of belonging, protection, an inner strength and 

hope for their future, which were critical for them to continue their journey (Gomez, 

2012; 61). Furthermore, Gomez argued, having grown up within a Christian ‘logic’, most 

people do not only ‘want’ but ‘need’ to find meaning and sense through transcendence, 

for better or for worse (Gomez, 2012; 78). This study ended up proposing that 

spirituality is ‘a social construct of words, concepts, rites and myths that allow displaced 

people to make sense of the world and create a response (often not entirely satisfactory, 

but response after all) to the events that occurred to them’ (Gomez, 2012; 82). Along 

the same lines, a study of Central American migrants affirmed that believing in God 

provided them with a sense of protection, hope and strength that encouraged them to 

continue their journey even in the most challenging moments (Barral, 2009; 47).  
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Thus, whether it is a belief ‘in a higher power, calling on dead relatives or something 

deep inside’, it is suggested that believing in transcendence helps refugee people to 

cope through hard times (Hutchinson, 2012; 61). However, serious studies on the role 

of spirituality – rather than faith or religion – in migrants’ resilience are still only few; 

moreover, when talking about displaced young people specifically, there is even less 

available research. The limited academic research on this topic is the result, in part, of 

a misunderstanding of the concept of ‘spirituality’ and the confusion with other 

concepts such as ‘faith’ and ‘religion’. This is why the next section looks more deeply at 

the concepts of spirituality - in multi-faith and non-faith settings – and at children’s 

spiritual development. 

 

2.3 Nurturing children’s spirituality in different cultural and faith settings 

Historically, there has been a relative lack of attention to issues related to religion and 

spirituality within social sciences, because of reasons ranging from the non-religious 

beliefs, training and interest of academicians and scientists, to the topic being 

considered as ‘politically sensitive and philosophically difficult’ (Benson, 2003; 206). 

Fortunately, in more recent years, there has been growing interest in spirituality among 

policy makers, practitioners and researchers as it has been believed that, if more 

scientific knowledge existed on the potential contribution of spiritualty in helping 

people face adversity, there would be more ways to promote it, measure it and advocate 

for it. 
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2.3.1 Exploring the concept of spirituality through multi-faith and non-faith 

perspectives 

Spirituality comes from the Latin spiritus which means ‘breath of life’ (Elkins, 1988; 

10). It differs from religion, as religion is ‘an organized system of beliefs, practices, 

rituals and symbols designed: 1) To facilitate closeness to the sacred or transcendent; 

and 2) To foster an understanding of one’s relationship and responsibility to others in 

living together in community’ (Koening et al., in Benson, 2003; 209). Thus, a person can 

be ‘spiritual’ even though not identified with a religion (Elkins, 1988; 8) (Giacalone, 

2005; 59) (Tanyi, 2002; 500). On the other hand, spirituality has been considered to be 

a universal phenomenon (Elkins, 1988; 8), although its definitions may vary depending 

on the religious tradition: 

‘Spirituality is the attitude by which the human being feels linked to 

everything, by which he perceives the guiding thread that links all things and 

reconnects them to form a cosmos. [...] He calls it with a thousand different 

names: “Original source of all things”, “Mystery of the world” or simply 

“God”.’ 

Leonardo Boff, Catholic theologian, professor and writer (Boff, 2012; 1). 

  

‘Spirituality is concerned with inner qualities of the human spirit such as 

love and compassion, patience, tolerance, forgiveness, contentment, a sense 

of responsibility, a sense of harmony — which bring happiness to both self 

and others.  These qualities involve an implicit concern for others' well-
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being and can be developed to a high degree without recourse to any 

religious or metaphysical belief system.’  

Dalai Lama, head of Tibetan Buddhism (Giacalone, 2005; 58). 

 

 ‘(Spirituality) is the life of the spirit, especially in its relationship with the 

infinite, eternity, and the absolute. [...] Atheists, they also have a spiritual life 

[...]. This absolute, for them, isn’t a person, but the being or the becoming, 

the whole or nature, let’s say the immanent totality which contains them and 

surpasses them. They can ponder it, think about it, it’s what we call 

metaphysical; but also try it out, live it, and it’s this we call spirituality. [...] 

Should I, because I am atheist, renounce all experience of eternity, the 

infinite, and the absolute? Certainly not’. 

André Comte-Sponville, French philosopher,  

proponent of atheism and materialism (www.atheistspirituality.net). 

 

‘Spirituality is linked with the search for meaning and purpose, through 

connectedness with other people, the natural world and (in the experience 

of many) the Divine’.  

International Association of Children’s Spirituality (2015).  

 

Although putting emphasis on different elements, these definitions encompass the two 

main attributes of Puchalski’s definition of spirituality cited in section 2.2: meaning and 

purpose; and connectedness with self, others, nature and transcendence (Puchalski, 
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2009; 804). Along the same lines, connectedness has been understood as having both a 

vertical and a horizontal dimension: the horizontal dimension involves one’s 

relationship with self, other and nature; while the vertical dimension includes 

relationship with the sacred (Tanyi, 2002; 503). In contrast to connectedness, Fletcher 

described different expressions of disconnectedness which could take place: within 

one’s self (self-depreciation, guilt, impotence, self-harm); with others (isolation, 

loneliness); with creation (preoccupation with the here-and-now); and with mystery or 

transcendence (no sense of awe, wonder and hope).  Disconnectedness, then, could be 

understood as spiritual pain, and would need to be healed through spiritual care 

(Fletcher, 2016). 

 

2.3.2 The components of spirituality 

A humanistic approach to spirituality has been proposed by Elkins et al. (1988), based 

on an extensive literature review of major writers who approached spirituality from a 

phenomenological perspective – including Carl Jung, Mircea Eliade, Abraham Maslow 

and Victor Frankl – and an empirical study of spiritual leaders from different faith 

backgrounds. Through this research, nine major components of spirituality were 

identified: 1) A transcendent dimension, based on the belief that there is more than 

what is seen; 2) A meaning and purpose in life; 3) A mission in life, related to a sense of 

vocation; 4) A sacredness of life, relying on the recognition of the sacred in ordinary 

people and life; 5) A non-attachment to goods such as money and possessions; 6) 

Altruism, putting an emphasis on social justice and the common human responsibility 

toward others; 7) Idealism, based on participation in the construction of a better world; 
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8) An awareness of the tragic, contributing to taking life seriously and fostering 

gratitude; and 9) The fruits of spirituality, dealing with the visible effects of spiritual 

awareness in relationships with self, others, nature, life, and ‘whatever one considers 

to be the Ultimate’ (Elkins, 1988; 10). Although these dimensions could be debatable, 

they provide a richer understanding of spirituality and are a useful platform to explore 

the experience of it among migrant children. 

 

2.3.3 Spirituality, an intrinsic human capacity 

Anthropology has evidenced the predisposition of humans towards spirituality through 

history and across cultures (Rodríguez, 2011; 28) (Benson, 2003; 208). Some scientists 

have even proposed theories such as the ‘God Spot’ or ‘Mystique Mind’ to explain the 

biological and physiological roots of spirituality (Boff, 2012) (Alper, 2008; 93). More 

recently, an emerging field of research, neurotheology or ‘spiritual neuroscience’, has 

integrated disciplines as diverse as psychology, anthropology, neuroscience, 

philosophy and theology to try to understand the brain’s reactions to spiritual 

experience (Sayadmansour, 2014; 52). Although these theories have received critiques 

for their lack of scientific demonstrability, many researchers still believe that human 

beings are ‘wired for spirit’, which means that there seems to be a human 

predisposition to spirituality (Kyriacou; 12). This is consistent with De Souza’s 

affirmation that spirituality is ‘an essential human characteristic which is at the core of 

and is reflected in all aspects of human existence’ (De Souza, 2012; 1). From that 

perspective, spirituality is conceived of as an intrinsic human capacity, just like the 

physical, emotional, social and intellectual dimensions (Benson, 2010; 205). 



32 

 

2.3.4 Spiritual development 

As spirituality can be considered to be an inherent dimension of human beings, 

individuals cannot discard it, which is why every individual could benefit from spiritual 

support (Fletcher, 2016). Moreover, people could be conscious of their spiritual nature 

– have a spiritual awareness – and choose to develop it, which might impact their well-

being and resilience (Rodríguez, 2011; 26). Spiritual awareness and development can 

take place through daily life experiences. However, Martsolf and Mickley (1998) 

believed that difficult experiences were potentially most likely to precipitate this 

(Tanyi, 2002; 503). Benson defined ‘spiritual development’ as ‘the process of growing 

the intrinsic human capacity for self-transcendence, in which the self is embedded in 

something greater than the self, including the sacred. It is the developmental “engine” 

that propels the search for connectedness, meaning, purpose, and contribution. It is 

shaped both within and outside of religious traditions, beliefs, and practices’ (Benson, 

2003; 205). Along the same lines, Benjamin and Looby suggested that, although this 

process might not be linear, spirituality can change, transform, grow and mature, 

bringing a new perspective on life, despite present difficulties (Tanyi, 2002; 503). In the 

United Kingdom, spiritual development has been addressed in the Education Reform 

Act (UK Parliament, 1988; 1) and associated with: beliefs; attitudes, feeling and 

emotions; reflection on self; sense of awe, wonder and mystery; search for meaning; 

creativity; relationships and feelings of transcendence (OFSTED, 2015; 36) 

(www.humanismforschools.org.uk). 

 

http://www.humanismforschools.org.uk/
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2.3.5 Children’s spirituality 

One of the limitations when talking about children’s spirituality is the limited research 

focusing on spirituality instead of religion or religiosity (Benson, 2003; 210). Existing 

research on the role of religion in childhood and adolescence provides evidence of its 

positive impact on psycho-social dimensions such as: well-being, hope for the future, 

positivism, service, altruism, risk reduction, resilience and coping, school success, 

physical health and positive identity (Benson, 2003; 211).  

 

In an attempt to conceptualize children’s spirituality, Fowler (1981) proposed six 

stages of faith development, based on Piaget’s theory of cognitive development and 

Kohlberg’s theory of moral development (Coyle, 2011; 5). Years later, contrary to 

Fowler’s assumption that small children cannot understand or experience spirituality, 

Rebecca Nye (a psychologist, researcher and lecturer on children’s spirituality) found 

that childhood was a stage at which spiritual awareness was particularly natural and 

common (Nye, 2009; 9). In fact, a study in Finland demonstrated that 60 per cent of 

eleven-year-olds and 80 per cent of seven-year-olds identified moments where they 

were aware of God’s presence, compared to just 30 per cent of adults (Tamminen 1991, 

in Nye, 2009; 9). The difficulty, she argued, was to move beyond the adult perspective 

in order to capture children’s own spiritual experiences, views and questions (Nye, 

2009; 7). Nye defined children’s spirituality as:  

‘an initially natural capacity for awareness of the sacred quality to life 

experiences. This awareness can be conscious or unconscious, and 

sometimes fluctuates between both, but in both cases can affect actions, 
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feelings and thoughts [...] This encounter with transcendence can happen in 

specific experiences or moments, as well as through imaginative or 

reflective activity (thoughts and making meaning)’  

(Nye, 2009; 9). 

 

It was considered that these findings have both conceptual and practical implications. 

On the one hand, if children are spiritual beings and have an experience of the sacred 

(even if they cannot express it in grown-up words), any intention to nurture their 

spirituality might need to start at very early stages, considering their developmental 

capacities. On the other hand, it means that children are not ‘empty vessels’ in need of 

filling by adults with religious knowledge; on the contrary, if children are more likely 

to be aware of spiritual matters, it is adults who might need to learn from them (Nye, 

2009; 17). Additionally, considering children as ‘spiritual beings’ should lead adults to 

see them more as agents of their own spiritual development, which implies finding 

ways to recognize it, express it and facilitate it (Nye, 2009; 19). With relation to 

adversity experienced by young people, Rodríguez argued that spirituality could be a 

sort of cushion with the potential to mitigate or reduce the impact of harsh situations 

such as exposure to violence, abuse, maltreatment, neglect, instability or chronic stress 

(Rodriguez, 2011; 41).  

 

Finally, Nye proposed six criteria for ensuring children’s spiritual foundations: Space; 

Process; Imagination; Relationship; Intimacy; and Trust – S.P.I.R.I.T. ‘Space’ includes 

physical and emotional space; while ‘Process’ stresses the image of spirituality as a 
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journey in which the present moment is as important as the future outcome. 

‘Imagination’ refers to the importance of facilitating creativity, questioning and 

inventing answers. ‘Relationship’ recalls the already-mentioned component of 

connectedness within spirituality. ‘Intimacy’ provides a sense of safety to experience; 

and, finally, ‘Trust’ refers to the environment that needs to be fostered among children 

and adults, and is expressed through attitudes, actions and verbal and non-verbal 

language (Nye, 2009; 41). 

 

This chapter suggested that spirituality was an underexplored and underestimated 

human dimension that has the potential to contribute significantly to displaced 

children’s resilience and well-being. However, as very little academic research exists on 

it, this study attempts to understand the role of spirituality in Central American migrant 

children’s resilience and explores the extent to which it could be nurtured in multi-faith 

and non-faith settings. Because of the conceptual overlap between spirituality and 

resilience and the importance of understanding the relationship between them, Figure 

1 summarizes the arguments exposed in this Literature Review, which will be later 

compared and discussed in the light of the empirical research (a larger version of this 

figure can be found in Appendix E). The next chapter explains the methodology used to 

undertake the empirical research. 
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Figure 1: Relationship between resilience and spirituality from the Literature Review
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Chapter Three: Methodology 

This chapter provides information on how the present exploratory research has been 

undertaken in order to answer the two research questions described in the 

introductory chapter: 1) Is spirituality important for Central American migrant 

children’s resilience and, if so, what is spirituality’s particular contribution?; and 2) Is 

it possible to nurture migrant children’s spirituality beyond faith settings and, if so, how 

can this be done? This empirical research responds to the need to explore the 

relationship between resilience and spirituality within the specific context of displaced 

children.  

 

As was shown in Chapter 2, the Literature Review, investigation in different fields has 

associated spirituality with meaning in life, making sense of suffering, engendering 

hope, finding a sense of protection, an ability to cope with uncertainties and strength to 

overcome difficulties people are facing. However, little research exists on spirituality 

and resilience among displaced people, and significantly less exists concerning 

spirituality and resilience among displaced children. This paper aims to contribute to 

closing this existing gap.  

 

The lines below will explain the research strategy; then, they will describe how the 

sample was selected; thirdly, they will provide details about the data collection and 

analysis. Next, they will deal with ethical considerations and, finally, identify the 

limitations and potential problems presented by the selected research approach.  
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3.1 The research strategy 

In order to answer the research questions, quantitative and qualitative methods were 

considered. These included quantitative methods like the Spiritual Perspective Scale or 

SPS (Reed, 1987), which looks at self-awareness, the sense of connectedness to 

transcendence and the sense of a meaning of life (Rodriguez, 2011; 43); and the 

Spiritual Well-Being Scale, which measures four elements: life perspective, purpose and 

goals; confusion and lessened meaning; harmony and peace; and benefits of spirituality 

(Reig-Ferrer et al., 2012; 731). However, since it is still necessary to gain a deeper 

understanding of spirituality as a human dimension and its relationship to resilience 

among migrant children, it was decided that the most appropriate method for this 

research would be qualitative (Taylor et al., 2016; 31). A qualitative approach gives the 

opportunity to ‘study things in their natural settings, attempting to make sense of, or 

interpret, phenomena in terms of the meanings people bring to them’ (Denzin and 

Lincoln, 1992 in Biggam, 2011; 131). Therefore, in order to obtain deep and meaningful 

responses, the research strategy adopted to implement the empirical research was 

semi-structured interviews with open-ended questions (Biggam, 2011; 146). Although 

the possibility of adding a quantitative approach to have a mixed methods research was 

considered in order to triangulate results and enrich this study, this option did not go 

further because of time and scope constraints. 

 

3.2 The sample selection 

A mix of ‘stratified’ and ‘convenience’ sampling was used for this qualitative research, 

as it was considered to be an exploratory investigation enquiring on the importance of 
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spirituality for a specific population (Biggam, 2011; 133). The sampling was stratified 

because two main groups of people were considered to be relevant for this study: 1) 

adult professionals who are working or have previously worked with migrant children; 

and 2) adult faith leaders and/or experts in spirituality. On the other hand, this 

sampling could also be considered convenience, as a conscious effort was made to try 

to include participants from different faith, cultural and geographic backgrounds, in 

order to have a sample as diverse as possible, which would allow a comparison of the 

answers according to different variables.  

 

Although in the beginning of the study it was expected to interview participants from a 

wide range of contexts and religious traditions, the final sample was composed mainly 

of people working in the context of Central America, and for this reason most of the 

interviews were held through Skype, and in Spanish. The nine interview participants 

were contacted mainly after an internet search of charities working with migrant 

children in Central America and the UK. However, in some cases, a mutual contact 

helped to obtain quicker responses from the participants. The nine participants were 

composed of: seven adult field workers and two faith leaders or experts on spirituality; 

two of the field workers were also faith leaders. Each of them shared deep and insightful 

reflections based on their diverse personal and professional experiences. For instance, 

although most of the interviewees had significant experience with migrant children 

coming from Central America, the sample also included adults from the United 

Kingdom, working mainly with children coming from Africa and the Middle East. The 

two faith leaders or experts on spirituality (one of them atheist and humanist) with no 
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significant experience with migrant children were nevertheless clearly very well placed 

to talk about spirituality. Among the interviewees, there were two researchers doing 

research on migration or on spirituality. One participant also shared her own 

experience as a migrant child crossing borders illegally. Finally, perhaps the most 

important fact, for the purpose of this research, is that the sample included people of 

different faith backgrounds such as Catholic, Protestant, Muslim, Atheist and religious 

non-practicing. This diversity was an intentional choice of the researcher in order to 

obtain different perspectives and insights (see the table below). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 1: Description of the final sample of the research 

 

3.3 The data collection and analysis 

As this research was interested in collecting in-depth qualitative data, semi-structured 

interviews were undertaken (Patton 2009, in Biggam, 2011; 146), using two different 

questionnaires – one for each group of interviewees. Many of the questions were 
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Research questions

Identification of key 
research topics based on 

Literature Review 
(Figure 1)

Data collection through 
semi-structured 

interviews + transcrips + 
translation

Data processing: 
grouping according to 

main topics + comparison 
within different variables 

(profession, religion, 
experience, gender)

Data description: 
correlation with literature 

review + new findings

Data interpretation in the 
light of the objectives of 
the research + emerging 

topics for further 
research

common to both of the questionnaires, however, field workers received an additional 

question on migrant children’s challenges and expressions of resilience, while faith and 

spiritual leaders were asked to respond on the understanding of spirituality and any 

downside of it. Appendix A contains the information sheet provided to all the 

participants; Appendix B provides a sample of the consent form; and Appendix C 

presents the set of open-ended questions used. 

 

Concerning the analysis of the information collected through the semi-structured 

interviews, a five-step process was designed to process the data in such a way that the 

research questions would be answered (see the diagram below).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2: Data collection and analysing process 

 

The data analysis used in this research was thematic, emphasizing the identification, 

analysis and reporting of themes in rich detail (Braun et al., 2006; 6). This approach 
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allowed a structuring of the interviews in such a way as to reflect the aims of this 

research. In addition, a thematic analysis made it easier to identify emerging topics and 

approaches – which were not considered in the Literature Review nor in the 

questionnaires – but which could be important either to answer the research questions 

or to propose topics for further research. The software used to facilitate the analysis of 

the data collected was NVIVO, which was useful to codify the interviews around key 

topics and compare the Literature Review, according to different variables such as 

location, religious identity, professional experience and gender. Graphic one in the 

Literature Review was particularly useful for the analysis of the findings and the 

selection of the key discussion topics. Finally, recording, transcription and translation 

of the interviews was considered, as it was the only way to fully capture the information 

provided by the participants and to process it without losing its richness. Although this 

task was certainly time consuming, the results demonstrated that it was worth the 

effort.  

 

3.4 Ethical considerations 

Full ethics approval was granted by King’s College London E & M Research Ethics Panel 

REP Reviewer on the 25th of April 2016 (see Appendix D). 

  

Although interviewing migrant children themselves would have been richer for the 

purpose of this research, it was judged to be very high risk for a number of reasons, 

including the potential distress that could result from remembering and talking about 

their migration journey. As a result, it was considered that, without appropriate 
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techniques or appropriate support and follow up, interviewing migrant children 

themselves in this research could be potentially harmful for them. Consequently, the 

research was carried out among adult professionals with significant field experience 

with displaced children and/or significant understanding of issues related to 

spirituality; thus, it was considered to be low risk in terms of ethical aspects. Although 

the participants were supposed to reflect on the role of spirituality and resilience in 

migrant children’s lives, based on their experience and professional practice, it was not 

thought that they would be impacted negatively. However, the risk of feeling 

uncomfortable or distressed when reflecting on some questions and sharing some true 

stories was highlighted in the ethics application and mentioned in the information sheet 

provided to the participants. A clause was included allowing them the possibility of 

leaving the interview and guaranteeing that all the data would be withdrawn within 

two weeks for these cases. Finally, in order to ensure the protection of the interviewees, 

confidentiality and anonymity were ensured through the use of pseudonyms for the 

participants and a general description for the type organization, without revealing the 

name. 

 

3.5 The limitations of the research 

Every serious research project is able to recognize its limitations; this one is no 

exception. The first limitation concerns the target: interviewing adults to understand 

children’s feelings, experiences and hopes is problematic as it reproduces an adult-

centric perspective on children, and, in this case, not involving young children provides 

only partial findings (Haudrup, 2004; 167). Thus, it would not be appropriate to say 
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that this research reflects children’s perspectives on resilience and spirituality but 

rather that it reflects the perspective of the adults working with them. The second 

limitation relates to the size of the sample, which is sufficient for an exploratory study, 

but problematic if the findings were to be generalized; this limitation has already been 

cited in similar research on spirituality (Rodriguez, 2011; 43). The third limitation 

concerns the possible bias of the sample, as all of the participants have a personal 

understanding and experience of transcendence (probably because in Latin America, 

90% of the charities working with migrant people are faith-based), even if it is not in 

traditional ways (non-religious participants also expressed a deep understanding of 

spirituality). Despite this, the findings will make sense in the context of Central America 

and will provide useful insights for further research with wider populations and in 

different settings.  

 

This chapter has addressed the research strategy, the sample selection, the data 

collection and analysis, the ethical considerations and limitations of this research. 

Chapter 4 will describe and analyse the findings of the empirical research, in the light 

of the Literature Review and the research questions. 
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Chapter Four: Findings from the semi-structured interviews: 

descriptions and analysis 

The aim of this research was to determine what role spirituality plays in building 

resilience in migrant children, understanding ‘spirituality’ as ‘the aspect of humanity 

that refers to the way individuals seek and express meaning and purpose and the way 

they experience their connectedness to the moment, to self, to others, to nature, and to 

the significant or sacred’ (Puchalski, 2009; 804). This chapter sets out the findings 

obtained from the semi-structured interviews described previously, which involved 

two different samples: professionals working with migrant children and faith leaders 

or experts in spirituality.  

 

The nine semi-structured interviews conducted resulted in five main findings: 1) 

Spirituality is a key element in building resilience in Central American migrant children; 

2) Spirituality in the context of Central American migrant children can be understood 

using Bronfenbrenner’s ecological model of resilience; 3) Migrant children’s spirituality 

can be nurtured through ordinary, day-to-day activities; 4) Intentionality and spiritual 

awareness are two important prerequisites for spiritual care; and 5) Migrant children’s 

spiritual nurturing faces challenges ranging from operational difficulties to harmful 

religious narratives. Some of these findings were consistent with the Literature Review, 

particularly the first and the second, relating to spirituality and resilience. However, 

new and original insights emerged from the interviews with relation to spirituality, and 

special attention will be given to these insights in the next sections. The findings will be 
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described, analysed and synthesized one by one, in the light of the Literature Review. 

Some graphics are included to synthesize or illustrate some main ideas. 

 

4.1 Spirituality is central in building resilience in migrant children in Central 

America 

The first finding deals with the importance of spirituality for Central America’s migrant 

children. When asked about the concept of spirituality, although the definitions 

provided by the interview participants were never exactly the same, the terms used 

agreed with what was found in the Literature Review, using terms such as: ‘meaning of 

life’, ‘relationship with something that goes beyond self’, ‘the mystery of life, which is 

inexplicable to human logic and reason’, ‘relates to the types of relationships we have 

with others’, and ‘the aspect of life that guides your life decisions’. Regarding 

transcendence, the participants conceived this variously as ‘God’, ‘energy’, ‘a higher 

being’, ‘a supreme power’, ‘an ordering power’, ‘whatever you call it who represents 

someone whom we lean on’, ‘something that makes us believe that things are more than 

what we see’. These understanding of spirituality are consistent with section 2.3.1 of 

the Literature Review and emphasize that spirituality is broader than religion: 

‘…spirituality is about the area of human experience and knowledge 

where we try to make sense of our existence on earth and of our personal 

lives.  It’s about the big existential questions – what is the purpose of life, 

what is of value in life, why do we have to die, what happens after death, 

etc. – and about the experiences associated with such thoughts. It’s about 

the search for meaning and purpose in our lives and the components of 
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this are: a deep sense of self; a connection or connectedness with 

something greater than ourselves; and the way in which this 

connectedness makes us act, ethically, and feel, experientially, such as a 

sense of connectedness with something greater.’  

Participant I, atheist and Humanist 

 

On the other hand, in consistence with section 2.1.3 in the Literature Review, when 

asked about the specific challenges faced by migrant children almost all of the 

participants identified challenges that deal with deep issues like the meaning of life and 

connectedness, for example: ‘(migrant children) have been detached from their land’, 

‘they arrive in an unknown place and need to share everything with unknown people’, 

‘they need to revive and process many traumatic experiences’, ‘they do not understand 

why they are being imprisoned in order to be protected’, ‘they feel unprotected and 

under constant threat’, and ‘once they arrive in the destination country, they need to 

adapt and become immersed in a new culture’. These responses echo what was found 

in the Literature Review (Ni Raghallaig, 2009) (Barral, 2009) (Gomez, 2012) 

(Rodríguez, 2011) (Mann, 2011). Moreover, they were provided without regard to the 

social, economic, cultural and religious context of displaced children, suggesting that 

spirituality could be particularly relevant for the majority of them as their identity, 

references in life, certainties and hope can seem to be lost once they embark on the 

migratory journey: 

‘I completely believe […] that spirituality is what allows migrants to have 

hope that their dreams can become true, hope that they are somehow 
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protected beyond human outreach. […] They know that a superior being 

is protecting them and will guide them to their destination. […] They 

usually bring such an incredible strength that lifts them up from every 

atrocity, even after being kidnapped or having lost a part of their body 

amputated on the train.’  

Participant A 

 

‘These children suffer spiritually as their world has been torn apart and 

their sense of connection and the meaning that results from that is 

shattered.  I think they need a lot of spiritual support to make a new sense 

of their lives after spiritual trauma. I wouldn’t say, spirituality can help 

them, I would say they need to be spiritually helped.’  

Participant I 

 

Some participants stressed the particular contribution made by spiritual care, in 

contrast to other interventions like psycho-social therapy, as it includes the dimensions 

related to transcendence, mystery and deep beliefs: 

‘When migrants see such difficulties facing them and do not see any 

solution, spirituality allows them to “see” more than what they have in 

front of them. The impossible becomes possible. This gives them the 

strength they need to continue fighting.’ 

Participant G 
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Additionally, interviewees repeatedly stressed that, in Latin America particularly, 

migrants were ‘people of faith’ or ‘spiritual people’ who see God like their ‘traveling 

companion who blesses and protects them’. Sometimes that faith is externally 

expressed through religious images, religious tattoos, the Bible or symbols like the 

cross, which reflect a mixture of spirituality, faith and religion. The following testimony 

suggests that a strong faith is one of the reasons why it is very difficult to dissuade 

migrant people from embarking on such a dangerous journey simply by providing 

information about the risks: 

‘I remember when I went to the United States as a migrant. I was 17 years 

old and my only prayer while I was crossing the border was that if God 

wanted me there, He will make things happen. […] Today, when I hear 

migrants share their experiences and see how certain they are that they 

are going to reach their goal, I realize how much spiritual strength they 

have. It is not easy to make them change their minds, as they are driven 

by something inside them but that goes beyond them. The hope of a better 

life and the certainty that God is with them is stronger than any risk. Many 

of them don’t even practice a religion, but they still say that God is 

accompanying them. It is incredible.’  

Participant A 

 

So, consistent with section 2.2.5 in the Literature Review, the first finding from this 

research is that spirituality seems to be important for migrant children in Central 

America, as it helps them to address: their conception of life and personal purpose in 
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life (‘Is life worth living? Why is life unfair? What is my purpose in life?’); the meaning 

of life events and the processing of suffering and loss (‘Why is this happening to me? Is 

God punishing me? Why does God allow suffering?’); the perception of self and of others 

(‘Who am I? Am I of value? Do others have more value than me? Why do people hurt 

each other?’); relationships with others, the environment and God (‘Why are people 

closing the borders? Why are people afraid of us? Does God exist? If so, why is He not 

listening?’); the perception of the future (‘What can I expect from life? Is it worthwhile 

to fight for survival? Am I going to get better?’).  

 

4.2 Spirituality as a protective factor 

With relation to resilience, all the field workers identified resilience factors for migrant 

children at the individual, family, community and societal levels, and this is in 

accordance with Bronfenbrenner’s ecological theory of resilience exposed in section 

2.2.2 in the literature review (Masten et al., 2008; 10). Thus, participants mentioned 

elements belonging to the individual level such as ‘intelligence’, ‘social skills’, and ‘sense 

of responsibility’; to the familial level such as ‘strong relationship with his mom’, ‘love 

for her children’ and ‘hope to see his family again’; and to the community level such as 

the support that children received from the shelter. Some of these factors related to 

spirituality were expressed in terms of a sense of connectedness with self, others, the 

environment and transcendence (Tanyi, 2002; 503); self-awareness (Raftopoulos et al., 

2011; 154); a sense of belonging and inner strength (Dillen, 2012; 66); making sense of 

suffering (Raftopoulos et al, 2011; 154); and a sense of a purpose in life (Vanistendael, 
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2007; 121). The graphic below presents some participant’s quotes that evidence 

elements of spirituality as resilience factors: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3: Spirituality in the ecological model of resilience 

 

So, the second finding of this research is that Bronfenbrenner’s ecological model 

provides a way of conceptualizing and evidencing spirituality as a factor in resilience. 

The implications of these findings are important for the construction of resilience in 

migrant children, as it means that spirituality is present at all levels of the ecological 

model. For instance, policies and programs put in place for migrant children should not 

only facilitate family reunification but should also promote loving and caring 

‘Beliefs are important for migrant 

children: believing in a higher being that 

protects them, welcomes them, listens to 

them and supports them in their life in 

moments of joy, anger, sadness, in every 

moment and in every space. 

Participant D 

‘(Resilience) is fostered when migrant children can see 

all the positive things going on in their lives, without 

forgetting or rejecting what happened to them but 

realizing that they were able to move forward.’  

Participant H 

‘His mom is the one that motivates him to 

focus in school and do his best. He speaks 

to her by telephone every weekend. This 

family relationship, somehow, is what 

allows him to move forward.’  

Participant B 

‘Young people find strength in religious 

communities, as they share the same beliefs 

and rituals and can express those beliefs 

together. Some youth find comfort in places 

and practices that they used to have at home.’  

Participant H 
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relationships among its members. Similarly, community integration should be 

encouraged through children’s participation in religious or cultural groups. Finally, a 

spiritual approach should challenge societies’ xenophobic attitudes through promoting 

the intrinsic dignity of human beings, respect, and mutual responsibility, and this could 

significantly help to make displaced children’s lives less difficult. 

 

4.3 Nurturing migrant children’s spirituality through ordinary, day-to-day 

activities 

In consistence with sections 2.3.3 and 2.3.4 in the Literature Review, this paper argues 

that spirituality is an intrinsic dimension of human existence, so individuals cannot get 

rid of it; they can, however, be aware of it and can choose to nurture it (Tanyi, 2002; 

503) (Benson, 2003; 205). There are many theories and models regarding ways to 

nurture children and young people’s spirituality, based on different research – some of 

them mentioned in section 2.3.5 in the Literature Review; however, little has been 

proposed for the specific context of children on the move. This study’s empirical 

research provided useful insights into ways of providing spiritual care to migrant 

children, including five main principles: 1) the approach to spirituality has to be 

intercultural and inter-religious; 2) spiritual care needs to be inter-disciplinary; 3) 

spiritual care has to be grounded in children’s recognition and reinforcement of their 

strengths as survivors; 4) the approach to spirituality should help children to accept 

and give a new meaning to their traumatic experiences, instead of suppressing and 

avoiding them; and 5) spirituality is fostered when ordinary things are approached in 

a way that make them become extraordinary.  
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The table below sets out suggestions provided by the interviewees of concrete ways to 

nurture migrant children’s spirituality, considering the lack of stability and limited 

resources they have in transit and destination countries. These activities have been 

divided into three sections: 1) ‘ordinary activities’, referring to those daily actions 

which can become opportunities to nurture spirituality; 2) ‘special activities’, which 

need to be planned and require a specific moment and/or place but are not necessarily 

associated with spirituality; and 3) ‘religious activities’ that are commonly associated 

with religious practice and constitute recognized ways to foster spirituality. A larger 

version of the table was included in Appendix G. 
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Table 2: Activities that can nurture migrant children’s spirituality 
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The notable majority of ‘ordinary activities’ provided by the participants reflects the 

extent to which they conceived spirituality as integrated in people’s lives and the way 

it could be nurtured through ordinary, daily-life activities and personal attitudes: 

‘So, you don’t need special spaces to build their (migrant children’s) 

spirituality. It is in the way you welcome and receive them, you approach 

and interact them. All this nurtures their spirituality and fosters 

resilience’.  

Participant A 

 

Thus, the third finding is that the ‘ordinary can be spiritual’, so spiritual development 

can take place in any setting, without the need of a particular infrastructure or 

additional costs. Consequently, in the context of forced migration, very basic activities 

such as resting, sharing a meal and walking outside (without hiding), can be key to 

helping people find sense from their suffering, re-build their identity and connect to 

themselves, to the moment they are living, to others and to transcendence. In the case 

of children, as has been argued in relation to other emergency contexts (Wessells et al., 

2013; 29), play will always need to be included in any type of response.  

 

4.4 The importance of intentionality and spiritual awareness 

When asked about the most appropriate organizations or people to foster migrant 

children’s spirituality, all interview participants but one – a faith leader – mentioned 

refugee organizations and workers, as it is they who have the closest contact with these 

children. Participants also mentioned faith organizations and spiritual leaders, as well 
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as other children and families, as peer support contributes to healing, hope-

engendering and meaning-making. The faith leader argued that spiritual care without 

adequate preparation could do more harm by generating more distress and guilt.  

 

So, according to the majority of the participants, it appears that special titles or training 

are not pre-requisites to nurture migrant children’s spirituality, however, two main 

conditions arose: spiritual awareness and intentionality. 

‘Any individual can do it, but he or she needs to have a sort of 

consciousness of life human enquiries such as: who we are, what are we 

doing, a life project, an objective, something basic. I don’t think that we 

need to be “illuminated people” – I don’t know anyone like this – but he 

or she has to show that, somehow, he or she has a living spirituality.’  

Participant F 

 

‘… I would rather say that it can be anyone that also lives out his or her 

spirituality. That person has to understand it and live some of it, 

otherwise he or she is going to look with scepticism at migrants’ 

experiences or practices.’  

Participant E 

 

‘Being intentional gives meaning to actions and makes them become 

sources of learning […]. This is how, for example, planting a tree becomes 

something bigger and more meaningful. The approach is different when 
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there is awareness […]. When young people bring this type of faith 

discourse and strength, you need to be explicit and encourage it, as it is 

in their mindset. Maybe it is difficult, for someone without any kind of 

faith, to hear a young person say that God makes things become better, 

but showing acceptance and encouraging it is important as it is part of 

their recovery, resilience and growth […] and it does not mean playing 

false; you can celebrate, encourage and acknowledge without believing 

the same.’  

Participant H 

 

Thus, the fourth finding is that it is important, on the one hand, to be aware that 

spirituality deals with issues related to the meaning of life, the perception of self and 

connectedness – to self, others, nature and transcendence –, to have a sort of experience 

with it, and to acknowledge that it can help migrant children build resilience. On the 

other hand, it is important to be intentional in nurturing spirituality through ordinary 

life, behaviours and attitudes. Although these two conditions might not seem difficult 

to find in some contexts, it does not seem to be something which can be taken for 

granted in secularized societies, where professionals and volunteers working with 

migrant children don’t necessarily adhere to a faith tradition or don’t recognize 

themselves as ‘spiritual persons’. In those contexts, one of the interviewees highlighted 

the need for professionals and volunteers who have –at least– a basic knowledge of faith 

and spirituality which would allow them to understand the migrant children’s mind-set 

and, thus, be more effective in their support. 
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This need for spiritual awareness among practitioners working with displaced 

populations has been highlighted by some researchers. Hutchinson, for example, 

believes that, as spirituality and religion are part of migrants’ belief systems, these need 

to be taken into account in order to ‘operationalize resilience factors’ (Hutchinson, 

2012; 70). Furthermore, he argues that a general spiritual awareness is not enough, as 

merely ‘knowing’ about spirituality does not imply understanding it, nor does it prevent 

a person from judging or guarantee the ability to develop appropriate interventions 

that are ‘relevant and sensitive to a client’s spiritual worldview’ (Hodge, 2004, as cited 

in Hutchinson, 2012; 70). For instance, based on research carried out among 

Vietnamese refugees from diverse religious backgrounds in Australia, Hutchinson 

proposes the term ‘spiritual competency’, which requires practitioners to explore and 

develop their own ‘spiritual and religious values, beliefs and biases to consider what 

influence they may have on client assessment, engagement and interventions 

processes’ (Hutchinson, 2012; 70). In the field of palliative care in Australia where, 

according to national and international policies, spiritual care is an integral component 

of holistic care, Fletcher created a spiritual screening tool – Connecto s– which aims at 

helping interdisciplinary spiritual care teams to identify ‘strengths of connectedness’ 

(with self, others, nature and transcendence) and ‘vulnerabilities of disconnectedness’ 

(Fletcher, 2016). Finally but along the same lines, Rodriguez, in Colombia, advocates for 

the inclusion of spiritual care in the formal undergraduate and postgraduate training of 

psychologists, as – she argues – ‘a professional that does not take into account, does not 

understand enough or ignores the religious/spiritual dimension of an individual or 
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community, considering it a cognitive obstacle or at least an important dimension for 

human development, is likely to be denying the most important aspect of his patient 

and of himself as instrument of healing and resilience’ (Rodríguez, 2011; 44). 

 

4.5 Challenges faced in the nurturing of children’s spirituality 

The final chapter provides a series of challenges faced around migrant children’s 

spiritual care mentioned by the field workers and faith leaders who participated in the 

interviews. The first challenge was mainly mentioned by field workers and concerned 

the operational aspect, as one of the interviewees mentioned: ‘[…] it is not that we don’t 

want to do it; it is that we don’t have enough capacity for it’. As a result, among the 

organizations that participated in the research, only two had an intentional approach 

to spiritual care for migrant populations and they had allocated human and financial 

resources to support this. 

 

The second challenge is related to new migration trends and the lack of understanding 

of the holistic needs of children, which often led to limiting the responses to the 

provision of basic needs such as food, shelter, legal support and mental health care. 

These findings are consistent with section 2.1.4 in the Literature Review and stress on 

the need to understand children’s specific protection needs and on the importance of 

being aware of the impact of children’s experiences of displacement on their perception 

of life, of self, of others and of their world (Mann, 2012; 458). Moreover, one of the 

participants stressed the fact that, very often, displaced children’s opinions were not 

taken into account when the decision to migrate was taken, which affects their sense of 
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agency, increases their distress and is often expressed in aggressive behaviours. Finally, 

being aware of children’s holistic needs also implies preparing activities according to 

their developmental stage so that they can be effective and attractive to the children. 

 

The third challenge has to do with the lack of agreement around the meaning of the 

concept of ‘spirituality’, and the misunderstanding of terms like ‘spirituality’, ‘religion’ 

and ‘faith’, which can lead to inaccurate and ineffective responses. For example, it is 

possible to be an atheist and be spiritually aware, as one of the interviewees claimed. 

Similarly, other participants affirmed that they had met people described by ‘very 

religious but not spiritual’, who knew prayers and songs but were not connected to 

themselves, to others, to their moment or to transcendence. Rodriguez argued that 

‘when religiosity and secularism lack spiritual elements (life-meaning and a sense of 

connectedness) and are lived out as empty external rituals or mere philosophies 

without transcendent values that don’t respect human beings’ life and dignity, they 

could increase the risk of mental health disorders’ (Rodriguez, 2011; 40). Thus, migrant 

people can be disappointed with God and can even lose their religion as a result of their 

experiences, but it does not necessarily mean that they have lost their spirituality (as it 

is an inherent human condition). One of the interviewees explained this situation by 

saying that: ‘they can be spiritually depressed and might need intensive spiritual 

support and care’. This is consistent with section 2.3.1 in the Literature Review, 

highlighting that ‘spiritual pain’ was characterized by a disconnection from the inner 

self and others, an absence of meaning and acceptance and the presence of desolation 

and alienation (Fletcher, 2016). 
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The fourth challenge is related to the extent to which migrant children’s spirituality can 

be really targeted, measured and promoted by field workers. Based on the Literature 

Review and the findings from the semi-structured interviews, this paper argues that it 

is important to acknowledge and nurture individuals’ spiritual dimension. However, as 

spiritual development is subjective and a very personal journey and process, it cannot 

be forced (Fletcher, 2016). Thus, the interviews evidenced that field workers can only 

be facilitators, setting up the necessary conditions and spaces. To do so, they need to 

be: open to accepting different expressions of spirituality than their own; sensitive to 

migrant children’s spiritual needs; and respectful in providing care without imposing 

it. The lack of this type of awareness can be counterproductive and lose the essence of 

spiritual care. For example, practicing meditation can be a spiritual practice that brings 

healing and connection to self and to transcendence; however, if it is imposed, it loses 

its purpose, becomes an empty ritual and can become an obstacle to spiritual 

development. 

 

Finally, the fifth challenge relates to the culture of guilt and resignation, which is often 

strengthened by some religious narratives and which, instead of helping individuals to 

build resilience, can lead them to pessimism and inaction. Half of the interviewees 

mentioned this challenge, but one of them was particularly emphatic about it: 

‘One of my personal challenges is the way many (migrant) people accept 

their reality as inevitable, as if something beyond them was to decide 

their fate: ‘this is how it was meant to be’, ‘this is God’s will’. This is 
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cultural and we need to break it. Sometimes, beliefs make you stare and 

prevent you from taking responsibility for yourself, your life, your 

situation; it is you who need to solve it […].  

Participant F 

 

These findings are consistent with existing research which stresses the deeply negative 

role that religious narratives can have (Tanyi, 2002; 503). This might be truer in 

contexts where religion has historically played an important role, like in Latin America. 

Gomez, for instance, suggests that most displaced people, having grown up with 

Christianity, try to explain their traumatic events as the result of something external, in 

this case transcendent. Thus, a fundamentalist faith teaching might increase their sense 

of guilt, fear and hopelessness, as they might conceive their suffering and loss as God’s 

punishment (Gomez, 2012; 15).  

 

To conclude this chapter, although the empirical research provided useful insights into 

the association between spirituality and resilience, the most interesting findings were 

around the concept of spirituality: its contribution to migrant children’s wellbeing and 

the ways to foster it. The graphic below presents the contribution of the semi-

structured interviews to the existing research presented in the Literature Review (a 

larger version of this graphic is available in Appendix F). The next chapter will discuss 

the extent to which the research questions presented in the introduction have been 

answered through the Literature Review and the empirical research. 
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Figure 4: The role of spirituality in migrant children’s resilience, according to the Literature 

Review and the empirical research 
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Chapter Five: Discussion 

As was stated in the introduction, this study sought to answer two main questions: 1) 

Is spirituality important in building Central American migrant children’s resilience and, 

if so, what is spirituality’s particular contribution?; and 2) Is it possible to nurture 

migrant children’s spirituality in different faith and non-faith settings and, if so, how 

can this be done? This chapter explores the extent to which this study has answered 

these research questions, discusses the most interesting findings obtained up to now 

and provides additional insights on issues that haven’t been fully responded to yet. As 

the empirical research was exploratory, its findings cannot be systematically 

generalized to every setting; thus, the second question of this research cannot be fully 

answered through it. Consequently, this chapter puts attention into two topics that can 

bring additional insights to consider the extent to which spirituality can be nurtured in 

different faith and non-faith settings: a rights perspective to spiritual development and 

spirituality in multi-faith and non-faith settings. 

 

5.1 Spirituality and resilience in Central American migrant children 

Section 2.2.4 in the literature review showed that spirituality contributed to building 

resilience in different situations of adversity. The empirical research, on the other side, 

confirmed that spirituality also plays a particularly important role when talking about 

migrant children in Central America, providing to them with a sense of protection, 

purpose, belonging, identity and connectedness with self, others, nature, transcendence 

and to the moment they are living. All of this helps them to give meaning to suffering, 

heal and engender hope in a way that cannot be provided through other interventions. 
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These elements of spirituality can be found at different levels of the ecological model of 

resilience and, for instance, can be fostered through working directly with the children, 

as well as with their parents and caregivers (promoting loving and positive 

relationships), with their communities (through integration into faith or ethnic 

communities) and with the wider society (challenging xenophobic attitudes that do 

harm to migrant children). The empirical research also found that the ordinary has the 

potential to become spiritual if there is awareness and intentionality. For instance, for 

a Central American migrant boy or girl, ordinary activities such as resting, sharing a 

meal, being part of a football team, listening to music, planting a tree or going out for a 

walk might become more healing than religious rituals. So, at this point, the first 

question of the research could be considered to be answered: spirituality is particularly 

important in building resilience in Central American migrant children.  

 

5.2 A rights perspective to spiritual development 

These findings have huge implications for work done with migrant children as they 

imply that, unless spiritual care is included as part of their core intervention, current 

programs won’t be fully effective, as they won’t be addressing displaced children’s deep 

life questions (Mann, 2012; 456). According to Fletcher, spiritual care should not be 

provided only to religious people, as it would be excluding other people from ‘true 

holistic care […] ignoring the need of humans to answer the big questions and to make 

meaning in life’ (Fletcher, 2016). So, in this sense, it could be argued that, as migrant 

children need to be spiritually helped, their right to spiritual development should be 

respected and fulfilled, along with their other rights, especially in their condition of 
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vulnerability. Spiritual development as a right has been addressed in various 

international documents such as the Geneva Declaration of the Rights of the Child 

(1924), the Declaration of the Rights of the Child (1959) and the United Nations 

Convention on the Rights of the Child –UNCRC (1989)– which states in article 27 that: 

‘States Parties recognize the right of every child to a standard of living adequate for the 

child’s physical, mental, spiritual, moral and social development’ (UN, 1989; 12). The 

right to spiritual development is supported by other articles of the UNCRC like articles 

3 (the best interest of the child), 5 (evolving capacities), 6 (children’s survival and 

development), 12 (children’s right to form and express their own views), 13 (children’s 

freedom of expression), 14 (children’s freedom of thought, conscience and religion), 18 

(parents’ responsibilities for children’s upbringing and development), 23 (children 

with disabilities), 24 (children’s health and illness), 29 (children’s education), 30 (the 

practice of religion). However, it is evident that spiritual development has received 

significantly less attention than the other dimensions of children’s development, which, 

according to Nye is problematic, as spirituality is a ‘basic necessity, particularly for 

childhood’ (Nye, 2009; 13).  

 

In a broader sense, conceiving spiritual development as a right helps adults to see 

children as complete and holistic beings, and to recognize their inner capacity for awe 

(admiration and reverence), wondering (deep concerns about life and metaphysical 

questions), wisdom (what you know and how you live it) and connectedness (with self, 

others, nature and the sacred) (Hart, 2006; 163). A rights perspective to spirituality also 

contributes to conceiving children as capable of experiencing mystery and 
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transcendence (Hart, 2006; 168), becoming agents of their own spiritual development 

instead of ‘empty vessels’ that need adult intervention in order to be filled with religious 

knowledge (Nye, 2009; 17). On the other hand, a spiritual approach reinforces the 

fulfilment of children’s rights as it affirms their inherent dignity and worthiness, as 

there is something of the sacred in them. It also does so by promoting children’s 

positive, compassionate and responsible relationships with self, others and nature, 

which is expressed in their attitudes and behaviours (Elkins, 1988; 10). Thus, a rights 

approach to spiritual development should be taken seriously and should include 

measures to protect and promote children’s spiritual potential (Nye, 2009; 9). 

 

5.3 Thinking spirituality in non-faith settings 

Despite the evidence presented through the existing literature and the empirical 

research on the inherent nature of spirituality in human beings, as this exploratory 

study was focused on a highly religious context – 88 per cent of the Latin American 

population identify themselves with the Catholic or Protestant religions and Honduras, 

Nicaragua, Guatemala and El Salvador are among the most religiously committed and 

socially conservative countries (Pew Research Center, 2014) – the findings cannot be 

automatically generalized to other contexts where religion is less relevant. However, 

existing research in non-faith settings affirmed the relevance of spirituality, even 

among atheist and agnostic population, which could suggest that a spiritual care 

approach could, effectively, be useful among migrant population from different faith 

contexts. 
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Two main arguments have already been mentioned in sections 2.3.1, 2.3.2 and 2.3.3 of 

the literature review regarding this issue. First, spirituality is inherent in every human 

being, which explains humans’ historical quest for transcendence expressed in every 

culture (Rodríguez, 2011; 28) (Benson, 2003; 208) (Boff, 2012) (Alper, 2008; 93) 

(Sayadmansour, 2014; 52). Secondly, philosophers and researchers such as Maslow 

(1970), Compte-Sponville (2008) and Solomon (2002) have argued that it is possible to 

think about spirituality without religion, as spirituality is: ‘a mode of being, 

characterized by self-overcoming and growth: “In place of the dubious purpose of 

transcending life, let us defend the ideal of transcending ourselves in life”’ (Solomon, 

2008; 24 in Schnell, 2013; 104). For these philosophers and researchers, spirituality is 

reflected in concrete values, attitudes and behaviours towards ‘self, others, nature, life, 

and whatever one considers to be the Ultimate’ (Elkins et al., 1988, p. 10, in Schnel, 

2013; 104). One of the interviewees who defines herself as an atheist and humanist, 

described it well:  

 

‘For me, as an atheist, the things greater than myself with which I connect 

are people, or humanity, and the earth (and to some extent universe).  We 

have no non-material life after death, but we are “stardust” as Carl Sagan 

said, and we return to the earth and our bodies/molecules are recycled.  

Words are a challenge: I use the word sacred about specially significant 

or spiritual things – so a space can be felt to be sacred but I don’t mean 

this as having to do with God.  I do believe we can have a sense of 

transcendence when we connect with other people/humanity or the 
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earth and universe.  I don’t believe we can transcend the material to a 

non-material realm, but we can metaphorically rise above and go beyond 

our self. This can also lead to a sense of hope and resilience.’  

Participant I 

 

Various research studies have sought to provide a framework to assess atheist or 

secular spirituality. One among them is that by Schnell, who developed the ‘structured 

model of spirituality’, which recognized four types of spirituality: secular, non-dualist, 

idiosyncratic and religious (Schnell, 2013; 106). This structure can be applied to multi-

faith and non-faith contexts as each type of spirituality represents an ‘approach to life 

that is either motivated by horizontal selftranscendence (“immanence”) or by vertical 

selftranscendence (“transcendence”)’ (Schnell, 2013; 106). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 5: Secular, non-dualist, idiosyncratic and religious types of spirituality 

(Schnell, 2013; 106) 
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Thus, as the quest for meaning in life and the need to be connected is common to every 

human being, regardless their social, cultural and religious background, this research 

suggests that spirituality can play a positive role in people’s resilience and well-being, 

beyond faith settings. Furthermore, as has been stressed previously, because of the 

harsh loss and suffering that displaced children experience throughout their journey, 

spiritual care is particularly necessary to help them regain meaning, hope and strength; 

in other words, to build resilience. So, based on the evidence provided, this research 

suggests that spiritual care should be available for every migrant child, regardless of 

their faith background and including those who are struggling with their religious 

beliefs or define themselves as non-religious. The way of doing so should go beyond 

religious rituals, as section 4.3 and 4.4 of the findings showed, as ordinary can become 

spiritual with intentionality and awareness. 
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Chapter Six: Conclusions, recommendations and implications 

This research took on the challenge of enhancing the understanding of the role of 

spirituality in building resilience, and it focused on the context of migrant children and 

adolescents in Central America. The research objectives were to address two main 

questions: 1) Is spirituality important for Central American migrant children’s 

resilience and, if so, what is spirituality’s particular contribution?; and 2) Is it possible 

to nurture migrant children’s spirituality in multi-faith and non-faith settings and, if so, 

how can this be done? This section will summarize the findings obtained during this 

research and reflect on them; then, it will reflect on the research process and on the 

extent to which the research questions were answered. Subsequently, it will discuss the 

implications of this research for policies and practices relating to migrant children. 

Finally, recommendations for future research will be provided, including next steps for 

furthering this research. 

 

The Literature Review evidenced that previous research has already shown that 

spirituality – in various faith contexts – contributes to resilience through helping people 

to: find meaning in life; make some sense of suffering; be aware of their own value, 

experience hope and peace by believing that there is more than what can materially be 

seen. Spirituality also helps people to: gain access to social support; gain a sense of 

protection; cope with stressors and uncertainties; and experience more positive 

emotions, feelings, and attitudes such as forgiveness, gratitude, compassion and 

acceptance of vulnerabilities. This study has confirmed that these findings are relevant 

also for migrant children in Central America and has provided new insights into how to 
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understand and foster spirituality among this population. The empirical research, 

consisting of nine semi-structured interviews with adult field workers among migrant 

children and spiritual leaders, resulted in five main findings. The first finding affirms 

the importance of spirituality in building resilience in Central American migrant 

children. This in part can be explained by the highly religious context in which these 

children grow. It can also be explained by the particular risks and challenges that 

migrant children face once they engage in the migratory journey, having their world 

torn apart, having their sense of connectedness shattered and questioning their worth 

and the meaning of their lives. The second finding brings the concept of spirituality to 

the ecological model of resilience, emphasising that spirituality is present in the model 

and can be fostered at the individual, familial, communitarian and societal stages. The 

third finding highlights the fact that spirituality is present in daily life, so, migrant 

children’s spirituality can be nurtured through religious activities like prayer or 

pastoral care, but also through ordinary, day-to-day activities like resting, sharing 

meals, and going for a walk, listening to music or planting a tree. The fourth finding is 

that the most suitable persons to provide spiritual care to migrant children are those 

people who are closest to these children – field workers, faith communities, families, 

other migrants. However, intentionality and spiritual awareness are necessary, which 

is translated in a genuine acceptance and understanding of migrant children´s spiritual 

beliefs, as well as of their vulnerabilities. Finally, this research identified a series of 

limitations and challenges to nurturing migrant children’s spirituality, ranging from the 

difficulties of operating in an emergency setting, to the role of culture and the subjective 

nature of the concept of spirituality, which makes it difficult to seize and measure it.  
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These findings show that this exploratory study has been able to provide new insights 

into the understanding of spirituality and the ways it helps to build resilience. It must 

be noted that, as the empirical research was focused on a particularly religious 

population, its findings cannot be systematically generalized to other social, cultural 

and religious contexts. However, despite this, the inclusion of interviewees coming 

from different faith backgrounds – including a Muslim, an atheist and a non-practicing 

Catholic – and the reference to atheist spirituality and to children’s right to spiritual 

development, provides strong elements to suggest that these findings can potentially 

be true in other contexts.  

 

This study has concrete implications for the work with migrant children. In a broader 

sense, at a policy level, children’s right to spiritual development should be taken as 

seriously as their right to physical, mental, moral and social development. A better 

understanding is needed of spirituality as a human capacity which deals with deep 

issues such as the meaning and purpose of life, as well as the connectedness of self with 

self, others, nature and sacred. For this to happen, a clear distinction between 

‘spirituality’, ‘religion’ and ‘faith’ needs to be made, as well as furthering research into 

the expressions of spirituality in multi-faith and non-faith settings. Specifically related 

to migration settings, this research proposes that including spirituality as a key factor 

for building migrant children’s resilience in the existing programs designed for them, 

could contribute significantly to enhancing children’s overall well-being and, 

consequently, to a most visible and sustainable impact. In this context, it is necessary to 
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be intentional in the way spirituality and resilience within migrant children are 

addressed at a policy level, as it requires that policies and programs exist, together with 

an allocated budget, training and staff, in order to: ensure children’s protection and 

access to basic services; promote their integration into society; encourage family 

reunification, and so on. These elements are important for resilience as they influence 

children’s sense of safety, stability, trust in people, understanding of the world as a good 

place and confidence that things are going to be better. Furthermore, with relation to 

hosting societies, a spiritual approach could lead to a decrease in xenophobia by 

encouraging people to ‘connect’ with these ‘new neighbours’, ‘spiritualizing’ relations 

which, in fact, could be more powerful than just teaching values such as respect.  

 

Research on spirituality is less advanced than research on resilience, so the following 

suggestions for future research relate to the former. In fact, the scientific community is 

starting to discover the rich potential that spirituality has for human existence 

(Rodriguez, 201; 44). The first and most evident recommendation relates to extending 

this research to the wider context of children facing different types of adversity and 

within different social, cultural and religious contexts. Another field of potential 

research would be conceiving spirituality as a possible preventive factor that would 

help people to face their – sometimes – unavoidable life challenges. Actually, nurturing 

spirituality early on would allow individuals to have a strong basis composed of life 

values, vision of life and vision of self, that would make them more resilient when 

adversity arrives. The third field of potential research might relate to children as agents 

of their own spiritual development, as, in theory, spiritual development should give 
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children the space and opportunity to be the agents of their own process; however, in 

practice, there is little understanding of how children of all ages experience and express 

their connectedness with self, their moment, others, nature and the sacred. Exciting 

further research is needed to let children write their spiritual journey and learn from 

their writings. Finally, as spirituality, by definition, deals with the mystery of life – that 

dimension of human existence that cannot be fully understood and explained – 

empirical sciences will never seize it completely. Thus, an anthropological perspective 

like the one promoted by Peter Winch and Ludwig Wittgenstein on the religious 

phenomenon could be useful to affirm the validity of the spiritual dimension as 

coexisting with other spheres of existence and explaining the complex human reality. 

Finally, approaching spirituality through Elkins’ nine components of spirituality 

mentioned in Literature Review section 2.3.2 –transcendence, meaning of life, sense of 

vocation, sacredness of life, non-materialism, shared responsibility, idealism, gratitude 

and connectedness- can become an alternative way of living that is both realistic and 

revolutionary, in a world that is breaking apart because of rationality, materialism and 

consumerism. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



76 

References 

Ager, A., Stark, L., Akesson, B. and Boothby, N. (2010), Defining Best Practice in Care and 

Protection of Children in Crisis-Affected settings: A Delphi Study. Child 

Development [Online] 81 (4), 1271–86. Available at: 

http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/20636695. [Accessed 20 August, 2016]. 

 

Ager, J., Fiddian-Qasmiyeh, E. & Ager, A. (2015), Local faith communities and the 

promotion of resilience in contexts of humanitarian crisis. Journal of Refugee 

Studies, 28(1). Available at: doi: 10.1093/jrs/fev001. [Accessed 30 March, 2016]. 

 

Alper, M. (2008), Dios está en el cerebro: una interpretación científica de la espiritualidad 

humana y de Dios. Grupo Editorial Norma.  

Alper, M. (2008), God is in the brain: a scientific interpretation of human spirituality and 

of God. Grupo Editorial Norma.  

 

Alto Comisionado de las Naciones Unidas para los Refugiados (ACNUR) (2013), Niños, 

niñas y adolescentes migrantes en América Central y México. Disponible en: 

file:///C:/Users/Usuario/Downloads/America_Central_y_Mexico_Ni%C2%BFos_

migrantes%20(1).pdf. [Accesado 27 Agosto, 2016]. 

United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) (2013), Migrant boys, girls 

and adolescents in Central America and México. Available at: 

file:///C:/Users/Usuario/Downloads/America_Central_y_Mexico_Ni%C2%BFos_

migrantes%20(1).pdf. [Accessed 27 August, 2016]. 

http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/20636695
file:///C:/Users/Usuario/Downloads/America_Central_y_Mexico_NiÂ¿os_migrantes%20(1).pdf
file:///C:/Users/Usuario/Downloads/America_Central_y_Mexico_NiÂ¿os_migrantes%20(1).pdf
file:///C:/Users/Usuario/Downloads/America_Central_y_Mexico_NiÂ¿os_migrantes%20(1).pdf
file:///C:/Users/Usuario/Downloads/America_Central_y_Mexico_NiÂ¿os_migrantes%20(1).pdf


77 

 

Alto Comisionado de las Naciones Unidas para los Refugiados (ACNUR) (2014), Niños 

en fuga, Reporte Ejecutivo. Disponible en: 

http://www.acnur.org/t3/fileadmin/scripts/doc.php?file=t3/fileadmin/Docum

entos/Publicaciones/2014/9568. [Accesado 26 Junio, 2016]. 

United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) (2014), Children on the run, 

Executive report. Available at: 

http://www.acnur.org/t3/fileadmin/scripts/doc.php?file=t3/fileadmin/Docum

entos/Publicaciones/2014/9568. [Accessed 26 June, 2016]. 

 

Aristegui  Noticias (2016) ONU apoya albergues de niños migrantes y cuestiona 

detenciones http://aristeguinoticias.com/1806/mexico/onu-apoya-albergues-

de-ninos-migrantes-y-cuestiona-detenciones-del-gobierno-mexicano/. 

[Accessed 26 June, 2016]. 

 

Atheist Spirituality – A forum for exploration of the meaning of spirituality for atheists. 

André Comte-Sponville interview. Available at: 

http://atheistspirituality.net/from-andre-comte-sponville/. [Accessed 27 

August, 2016]. 

 

Barba Camacho, G. (2012), Migración y resiliencia: los esfuerzos cotidianos de los 

jóvenes migrantes. Revista Rayuela, Revista Iberoamericana sobre Niñez y Juventud 

http://www.acnur.org/t3/fileadmin/scripts/doc.php?file=t3/fileadmin/Documentos/Publicaciones/2014/9568
http://www.acnur.org/t3/fileadmin/scripts/doc.php?file=t3/fileadmin/Documentos/Publicaciones/2014/9568
http://www.acnur.org/t3/fileadmin/scripts/doc.php?file=t3/fileadmin/Documentos/Publicaciones/2014/9568
http://www.acnur.org/t3/fileadmin/scripts/doc.php?file=t3/fileadmin/Documentos/Publicaciones/2014/9568
http://aristeguinoticias.com/1806/mexico/onu-apoya-albergues-de-ninos-migrantes-y-cuestiona-detenciones-del-gobierno-mexicano/
http://aristeguinoticias.com/1806/mexico/onu-apoya-albergues-de-ninos-migrantes-y-cuestiona-detenciones-del-gobierno-mexicano/
http://atheistspirituality.net/from-andre-comte-sponville/


78 

en Lucha por sus Derechos, 3, 6; 201–12. Disponible en: 

http://www.uam.mx/cdi/pdf/noticias/rayuela_6.pdf. [Accesado 18 July, 2016]. 

Barba Camacho, G. (2012), Migration and resilience: migrant youth’s daily efforts. 

Revista Rayuela, Revista Iberoamericana sobre Niñez y Juventud en Lucha por sus 

Derechos, 3, 6; 201–212. Available at: 

http://www.uam.mx/cdi/pdf/noticias/rayuela_6.pdf. [Accesado 18 July, 2016]. 

 

Barral, A. (2009), La resiliencia de los migrantes centroamericanos durante su 

recorrido en México y en tránsito hacia Estados Unidos de América. Disponible 

en: 

http://www.vicariadepastoral.org.mx/social/comision_migrantes/anexos/LA_R

ESILIENCIA_MIGRANTES_CENTROAMERICANOS.pdf. [Accesado 27 Agosto, 

2016]. 

Barral, A. (2009), The resilience of Central American migrant population during their 

journey through Mexico and in transit to the United States of America. Available 

at: 

http://www.vicariadepastoral.org.mx/social/comision_migrantes/anexos/LA_R

ESILIENCIA_MIGRANTES_CENTROAMERICANOS.pdf. [Accessed 27 August, 

2016]. 

 

Benson, P., Roehlkepartain, E., and Rude, S. (2003), Spiritual Development in Childhood 

and Adolescence: Toward a Field of Inquiry. Applied Developmental Science, 7:3, 

http://www.uam.mx/cdi/pdf/noticias/rayuela_6.pdf
http://www.uam.mx/cdi/pdf/noticias/rayuela_6.pdf
http://www.vicariadepastoral.org.mx/social/comision_migrantes/anexos/LA_RESILIENCIA_MIGRANTES_CENTROAMERICANOS.pdf
http://www.vicariadepastoral.org.mx/social/comision_migrantes/anexos/LA_RESILIENCIA_MIGRANTES_CENTROAMERICANOS.pdf
http://www.vicariadepastoral.org.mx/social/comision_migrantes/anexos/LA_RESILIENCIA_MIGRANTES_CENTROAMERICANOS.pdf
http://www.vicariadepastoral.org.mx/social/comision_migrantes/anexos/LA_RESILIENCIA_MIGRANTES_CENTROAMERICANOS.pdf


79 

205–13. Available at: DOI: 10.1207/S1532480XADS0703_12. [Accessed 4 July, 

2016]. 

 

BICE – International Catholic Child Bureau (2014), The Rights of the Child and Resilience 

Two Mutually Enriching Approaches. Available at: 

https://mhpss.net/?get=49/The-Rights-of-the-Child-and-Resilience.pdf. 

[Accessed 19 July, 2016]. 

 

Biggam, J. (2011), Succeeding with your Master’s Dissertation: a step-by-step handbook. 

Open University Press. 

 

Boff, L. (2012), La base biológica de la espiritualidad. Disponible en: 

http://www.servicioskoinonia.org/boff/articulo.php?num=505. [Accesado 12 

Julio, 2016]. 

Boff, L. (2012), The biological basis of spirituality. Available at: 

http://www.servicioskoinonia.org/boff/articulo.php?num=505. [Accessed 12 

July, 2016]. 

 

Braun, V. and Clarke, V. (2006), Using thematic analysis in psychology. Qualitative 

Research in Psychology, 3 (2): 77–101. ISSN 1478-0887. Available at: 

http://eprints.uwe.ac.uk/11735. [Accessed 20 August, 2016]. 

 

https://mhpss.net/?get=49/The-Rights-of-the-Child-and-Resilience.pdf
http://www.servicioskoinonia.org/boff/articulo.php?num=505
http://www.servicioskoinonia.org/boff/articulo.php?num=505
http://eprints.uwe.ac.uk/11735


80 

Coyle (2011), Critical Responses to Faith Development Theory: A Useful Agenda for 

Change? Available at: https://core.ac.uk/download/files/108/397611.pdf. 

[Accessed 20 July, 2016]. 

 

De Souza, M. (2012), Connectedness and Connectedness. The dark side of spirituality: 

Implications for Education. International Journal of Children's Spirituality, 17(3), 

291–303. Available at: http://www.childrenspirituality.org/documents/concept-

of-spirituality.pdf. [Accessed 12 August, 2015]. 

 

Dillen, A. (2012), The resiliency of children and spirituality: a practical theological 

reflection. International Journal of Children's Spirituality, 17:1, 61–75. Available at: 

DOI: 10.1080/1364436X.2012.670616. [Accessed 30 July, 2016]. 

 

Elkins, D., Hedstrom, J., Hughes, L., Leaf, A. and Saunders, C. (1988), Toward a 

Humanistic-Phenomenological Spirituality: Definition, Description, and 

Measurement, Journal of Humanistic Psychology FALL 1988 28: 5–18, doi: 

10.1177/0022167888284002. [Accessed 13 July, 2016]. 

 

Elsalvador.com (2014) Falta atención psicosocial para los niños retornados. Disponible 

en: http://www.elsalvador.com/articulo/nacional/falta-atencion-psicosocial-

para-los-ninos-retornados-61923. [Accesado 12 Julio, 2016]. 

https://core.ac.uk/download/files/108/397611.pdf
http://www.childrenspirituality.org/documents/concept-of-spirituality.pdf
http://www.childrenspirituality.org/documents/concept-of-spirituality.pdf
http://www.elsalvador.com/articulo/nacional/falta-atencion-psicosocial-para-los-ninos-retornados-61923
http://www.elsalvador.com/articulo/nacional/falta-atencion-psicosocial-para-los-ninos-retornados-61923


81 

Elsalvador.com (2014) Psychosocial support for returned children is missing. Available 

at: http://www.elsalvador.com/articulo/nacional/falta-atencion-psicosocial-

para-los-ninos-retornados-61923. [Accessed 12 July, 2016]. 

 

Embrace the future / Resiliency Resource Centre. Available at: 

http://www.embracethefuture.org.au/resiliency/index.htm. [Accessed 15 June, 

2016]. 

 

Fletcher, J. (2016), Spiritual screening in community-based palliative care by the multi-

disciplinary team. In de Souza, M., Bone, J. and Watson, J. (eds) Spirituality across 

Disciplines: Research and Practice: Perspectives from mysticism and secular 

cultures, education, health and social care, business, social and cultural studies, 

London, UK: Springer International. DOI: 10.1007/978-3-319-31380-1. [Accessed 

14 August, 2016]. 

 

Freitas, F. and Leonard, L. (2011), Maslow's hierarchy of needs and student academic 

success. Teaching and Learning in Nursing, Volume 6, Issue 1: 9–13. Available at: 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.teln.2010.07.004. [Accessed 15 July, 2016]. 

 

Giacalone, R., Jurkiewicz, C. and Dunn, C. (2005), Positive Psychology in Business Ethics 

and Corporate Responsibility. Information Age Publishing. 

 

http://www.elsalvador.com/articulo/nacional/falta-atencion-psicosocial-para-los-ninos-retornados-61923
http://www.elsalvador.com/articulo/nacional/falta-atencion-psicosocial-para-los-ninos-retornados-61923
http://www.embracethefuture.org.au/resiliency/index.htm?http://www.embracethefuture.org.au/resiliency/resiliency_model.htm
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.teln.2010.07.004


82 

Gómez, E. (2012), Espiritualidad y desplazamiento: consideraciones para los estudios 

de migración. Theologica Xaveriana, 62, 173: 61–84. Disponible en: 

http://revistas.javeriana.edu.co/index.php/teoxaveriana/article/view/9335/75

90http://www.casadellibro.com/libros-ebooks/javier-melloni-ribas/100709. 

[Accesado 23 Julio, 2016]. 

Gómez, E. (2012), Spirituality and displacement: considerations for migrant studies. 

Theologica Xaveriana, 62, 173: 61–84. Available at: 

http://revistas.javeriana.edu.co/index.php/teoxaveriana/article/view/9335/75

90http://www.casadellibro.com/libros-ebooks/javier-melloni-ribas/100709. 

[Accessed 23 July, 2016]. 

 

Gozdiak, E. and Shandy, D. (2002), Editorial Introduction: Religion and Spirituality in 

Forced Migration. Journal of Refugee Studies, Vol. 15, No. 2. Available at: 

http://jrs.oxfordjournals.org/content/15/2/129.full.pdf+html. [Accessed 30 

May, 2016]. 

 

Grotberg, E. (1995), A guide to promoting resilience in children:  strengthening the 

human spirit. The International Resilience Project, Bernard van Leer Foundation. 

Available at : http://www.bibalex.org/Search4Dev/files/283337/115519.pdf. 

[Accessed 1 August, 2016]. 

 

http://revistas.javeriana.edu.co/index.php/teoxaveriana/article/view/9335/7590http:/www.casadellibro.com/libros-ebooks/javier-melloni-ribas/100709
http://revistas.javeriana.edu.co/index.php/teoxaveriana/article/view/9335/7590http:/www.casadellibro.com/libros-ebooks/javier-melloni-ribas/100709
http://revistas.javeriana.edu.co/index.php/teoxaveriana/article/view/9335/7590http:/www.casadellibro.com/libros-ebooks/javier-melloni-ribas/100709
http://revistas.javeriana.edu.co/index.php/teoxaveriana/article/view/9335/7590http:/www.casadellibro.com/libros-ebooks/javier-melloni-ribas/100709
http://jrs.oxfordjournals.org/content/15/2/129.full.pdf+html
http://www.bibalex.org/Search4Dev/files/283337/115519.pdf


83 

Hart, T. (2006), Spiritual experiences and capacities of children and youth. In 

Roehlkepartain, E. C., King, P. E., Wagener, L. and Benson, P. L. (eds) The handbook 

of spiritual development in childhood and adolescence, Sage Publications, 163-77. 

 

Haudrup Christensen, P. (2004), Children’s Participation in Ethnographic Research: 

Issues of Power and Representation. Children and society, Vol. 18: 167–76. 

Available at: http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1002/chi.823/abstract. 

[Accessed 20 August, 2016]. 

 

Humanism for Schools – Resources for Education, Spiritual, moral, social and cultural 

development. Available at: 

http://humanismforschools.org.uk/guidance/spiritual-development-in-

schools/. [Accessed 27 August, 2016]. 

 

Hutchinson, M. and Dorsett, P. (2012), What does the literature say about resilience in 

refugee people? Implications for practice. Journal for Social Inclusion, Vol. 3, No. 2: 

55–78. Available at: 

https://josi.journals.griffith.edu.au/index.php/inclusion/article/view/206. 

[Accessed 13 July, 2016]. 

 

International Association for Children’s Spirituality (2015), The values of IACS. 

International Association for Children’s Spirituality website. Available at: 

http://www.childrenspirituality.org. [Accessed 4 June, 2016]. 

http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1002/chi.823/abstract
http://humanismforschools.org.uk/guidance/spiritual-development-in-schools/
http://humanismforschools.org.uk/guidance/spiritual-development-in-schools/
https://josi.journals.griffith.edu.au/index.php/inclusion/article/view/206
http://www.childrenspirituality.org/


84 

 

Janoff-Bulman, R. (1983), A theoretical perspective for understanding reactions to 

victimization. Journal of Social Issues, Vol. 39, No. 2: 1–17. Available at: 

http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/j.1540-

4560.1983.tb00138.x/abstract. [Accessed 23 August, 2016]. 

 

Kyriacou, J., Are we wired for Spirituality? An Investigation Into the Claims of 

Neurotheology. Available at: 

http://s3.amazonaws.com/academia.edu.documents/16867692/neurotheology.

pdf?AWSAccessKeyId=AKIAJ56TQJRTWSMTNPEA&Expires=1468946432&Signa

ture=hK6WPRDcVWv46BUg6TpbSO%2B%2FoG0%3D&response-content-

disposition=inline%3B%20filename%3DAre_we_Wired_for_Spirituality_An_Inve

sti.pdf. [Accessed 2 August, 2016]. 

 

Mann, G. (2012), Beyond war: ‘suffering’ among displaced Congolese children in Dar es 

Salaam. Development in Practice. [Online] 22 (4), 448–59. Available at: 

http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/pdf/10.1080/09614524.2012.672958. 

[Accessed 19 August, 2016]. 

 

Masten, A., Best, K., and Garmezy, N. (1990), Resilience and development: Contributions 

from the study of children who overcome adversity. Development and 

Psychopathology, 2: 425–44. Available at: doi: 10.1017/S0954579400005812. 

[Accessed 14 June, 2016]. 

http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/j.1540-4560.1983.tb00138.x/abstract
http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/j.1540-4560.1983.tb00138.x/abstract
http://s3.amazonaws.com/academia.edu.documents/16867692/neurotheology.pdf?AWSAccessKeyId=AKIAJ56TQJRTWSMTNPEA&Expires=1468946432&Signature=hK6WPRDcVWv46BUg6TpbSO%2B%2FoG0%3D&response-content-disposition=inline%3B%20filename%3DAre_we_Wired_for_Spirituality_An_Investi.pdf
http://s3.amazonaws.com/academia.edu.documents/16867692/neurotheology.pdf?AWSAccessKeyId=AKIAJ56TQJRTWSMTNPEA&Expires=1468946432&Signature=hK6WPRDcVWv46BUg6TpbSO%2B%2FoG0%3D&response-content-disposition=inline%3B%20filename%3DAre_we_Wired_for_Spirituality_An_Investi.pdf
http://s3.amazonaws.com/academia.edu.documents/16867692/neurotheology.pdf?AWSAccessKeyId=AKIAJ56TQJRTWSMTNPEA&Expires=1468946432&Signature=hK6WPRDcVWv46BUg6TpbSO%2B%2FoG0%3D&response-content-disposition=inline%3B%20filename%3DAre_we_Wired_for_Spirituality_An_Investi.pdf
http://s3.amazonaws.com/academia.edu.documents/16867692/neurotheology.pdf?AWSAccessKeyId=AKIAJ56TQJRTWSMTNPEA&Expires=1468946432&Signature=hK6WPRDcVWv46BUg6TpbSO%2B%2FoG0%3D&response-content-disposition=inline%3B%20filename%3DAre_we_Wired_for_Spirituality_An_Investi.pdf
http://s3.amazonaws.com/academia.edu.documents/16867692/neurotheology.pdf?AWSAccessKeyId=AKIAJ56TQJRTWSMTNPEA&Expires=1468946432&Signature=hK6WPRDcVWv46BUg6TpbSO%2B%2FoG0%3D&response-content-disposition=inline%3B%20filename%3DAre_we_Wired_for_Spirituality_An_Investi.pdf
http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/pdf/10.1080/09614524.2012.672958


85 

 

Masten, A., (2001), Ordinary Magic: Resilience Processes in Development. American 

Psychologist, Vol. 56, No. 3, 227–38. Available at: 

http://mina.education.ucsb.edu/janeconoley/ed197/documents/mastenordina

rymagic.pdf. [Accessed 16 July, 2016]. 

 

Masten, A. and Obradovic, J. (2008), Disaster preparation and recovery: lessons from 

research on resilience in human development. Ecology and Society 13(1): 9. 

Available at: 

http://www.mtnforum.org/sites/default/files/publication/files/4720.pdf. 

[Accessed 15 July, 2016]. 

 

McLeigh, J. (2013), Protecting Children in the Context of International Migration. Child 

Abuse & Neglect: The International Journal. [Online] 37, 1056–68. Available at: 

http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0145213413003165. 

[Accessed 10 June, 2016]. 

 

McLeod, S. A. (2014), Maslow's Hierarchy of Needs. Available at: 

www.simplypsychology.org/maslow.html. [Accessed 15 July, 2016]. 

 

Middlebrooks, J.S. and Audage, N.C. (2008), The Effects of Childhood Stress on Health 

Across the Lifespan. Center for Disease Control and Prevention, National Center 

http://mina.education.ucsb.edu/janeconoley/ed197/documents/mastenordinarymagic.pdf
http://mina.education.ucsb.edu/janeconoley/ed197/documents/mastenordinarymagic.pdf
http://www.mtnforum.org/sites/default/files/publication/files/4720.pdf
http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0145213413003165
http://www.simplypsychology.org/maslow.html


86 

for Injury Prevention and Control. Available at: http://health-

equity.pitt.edu/932/1/Childhood_Stress.pdf. [Accessed 16 May, 2016]. 

 

Migration Policy Institute (MPI) (2016), Trends in Unaccompanied Child and Family 

Migration from Central America. Available at: 

http://www.migrationpolicy.org/research/trends-unaccompanied-child-and-

family-migration-central-america. [Accessed 4 July, 2016]. 

 

Moreno, J. and Niño, L. (2013), Una mirada hacia las organizaciones civiles de apoyo al 

migrante en Baja California y Sonora. Región y sociedad, 25(57), 61–96. Disponible 

en: http://www.scielo.org.mx/scielo.php?script=sci_arttext&pid=S1870-

39252013000200003&lng=es&tlng=es. [Accesado 10 Julio, 2016]. 

Moreno, J. and Niño, L. (2013), A look to the civil organizations that support the migrant 

population in Baja California and Sonora. Región y sociedad, 25(57), 61–96. 

Available at: 

http://www.scielo.org.mx/scielo.php?script=sci_arttext&pid=S1870-

39252013000200003&lng=es&tlng=es. [Accessed 10 July, 2016]. 

 

Ní Raghallaigh, M. and Gilligan, R. (2010), Active survival in the lives of unaccompanied 

minors: coping strategies, resilience, and the relevance of religion. Child & Family 

Social Work, 15: 226–37. doi: 10.1111/j.1365-2206.2009.00663.x. [Accessed 17 

August, 2016]. 

 

http://health-equity.pitt.edu/932/1/Childhood_Stress.pdf
http://health-equity.pitt.edu/932/1/Childhood_Stress.pdf
http://www.migrationpolicy.org/research/trends-unaccompanied-child-and-family-migration-central-america
http://www.migrationpolicy.org/research/trends-unaccompanied-child-and-family-migration-central-america
http://www.scielo.org.mx/scielo.php?script=sci_arttext&pid=S1870-39252013000200003&lng=es&tlng=es
http://www.scielo.org.mx/scielo.php?script=sci_arttext&pid=S1870-39252013000200003&lng=es&tlng=es
http://www.scielo.org.mx/scielo.php?script=sci_arttext&pid=S1870-39252013000200003&lng=es&tlng=es
http://www.scielo.org.mx/scielo.php?script=sci_arttext&pid=S1870-39252013000200003&lng=es&tlng=es


87 

North Dakota State University (NDSU) (2009), Understanding Brain Development in 

Young Children. Available at: 

https://www.ag.ndsu.edu/pubs/yf/famsci/fs609.pdf. [Accessed 16 May, 2016]. 

 

Nye, R. (2009), Children’s Spirituality: what it is and why it matters. Church House 

Publishing. 

 

Organización Internacional para las migraciones (OIM) (2013), Niños, niñas y 

adolescentes migrantes América Central y México. Disponible en: 

http://www.ilo.org/ipec/Informationresources/WCMS_IPEC_PUB_25755/lang--

es/index.htm. [Accesado 26 junio, 2016]. 

International Migrants Organization (IMO) (2013), Migrant children and adolescents in 

Central America and Mexico. Available at: 

http://www.ilo.org/ipec/Informationresources/WCMS_IPEC_PUB_25755/lang--

es/index.htm. [Accessed 26 June, 2016]. 

 

Pew Research Center (2014), Religion in Latin America: Widespread Change in a 

Historically Catholic Region. Available at: 

http://www.pewforum.org/files/2014/11/Religion-in-Latin-America-11-12-

PM-full-PDF.pdf. [Accessed 10 July, 2016]. 

 

https://www.ag.ndsu.edu/pubs/yf/famsci/fs609.pdf
http://www.ilo.org/ipec/Informationresources/WCMS_IPEC_PUB_25755/lang--es/index.htm
http://www.ilo.org/ipec/Informationresources/WCMS_IPEC_PUB_25755/lang--es/index.htm
http://www.ilo.org/ipec/Informationresources/WCMS_IPEC_PUB_25755/lang--es/index.htm
http://www.ilo.org/ipec/Informationresources/WCMS_IPEC_PUB_25755/lang--es/index.htm
http://www.pewforum.org/files/2014/11/Religion-in-Latin-America-11-12-PM-full-PDF.pdf
http://www.pewforum.org/files/2014/11/Religion-in-Latin-America-11-12-PM-full-PDF.pdf


88 

Pew Research Center (2014), 7 key takeaways about religion in Latin America. Available 

at: http://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2014/11/13/7-key-takeaways-

about-religion-in-latin-america/. [Accessed 20 June, 2016]. 

 

Puchalski, C. (2009), Physicians and patients' spirituality. Ethical concerns and 

boundaries in spirituality and health. Virtual Mentor 11(10): 804–15. Available at: 

http://journalofethics.ama-assn.org/2009/10/oped1-0910.html. [Accessed 3 

August, 2016]. 

 

Raftopoulos, M. and Bates, G. (2011), ‘It’s that knowing that you are not alone’: the role 

of spirituality in adolescent resilience. International Journal of Children's 

Spirituality, 16:2, 151–67. Available at: DOI: 10.1080/1364436X.2011.580729. 

[Accessed 15 August, 2016]. 

 

Reig-Ferrer, A., Arenas, M., Cascales, R., Fernández-Pascual, M., Albaladejo-Blázquez, N., 

Gil, T., and de la Fuente, V. (2012), Evaluation of spiritual well-being in 

haemodialysis patients. Revista Nefrología. Official Publication of the Spanish 

Nephrology Society, 32:731–42. Available at: doi: 

10.3265/Nefrologia.pre2012.Apr.11384. [Accessed 19 August, 2016]. 

 

Rodríguez, M., Fernández, M., Pérez, M. y Noriega, R. (2011), Espiritualidad variable 

asociada a la resiliencia. Cuadernos hispanoamericanos de psicología, Vol. 11, No. 

2: 24–49. Disponible en: 

http://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2014/11/13/7-key-takeaways-about-religion-in-latin-america/
http://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2014/11/13/7-key-takeaways-about-religion-in-latin-america/
http://journalofethics.ama-assn.org/2009/10/oped1-0910.html


89 

http://www.uelbosque.edu.co/sites/default/files/publicaciones/revistas/cuade

rnos_hispanoamericanos_psicologia/volumen11_numero2/articulo_2.pdf. 

[Accesado 24 Agosto, 2016]. 

Rodríguez, M., Fernández, M., Pérez, M. y Noriega, R. (2011) Diverse spirituality 

associated with resilience. Cuadernos hispanoamericanos de psicología, Vol. 11, 

No. 2: 24–49. Available at: 

http://www.uelbosque.edu.co/sites/default/files/publicaciones/revistas/cuade

rnos_hispanoamericanos_psicologia/volumen11_numero2/articulo_2.pdf. 

[Accessed 24 August, 2016]. 

 

Ruiz Peralta, L. and García Cárdenas, E. (2015), Movilización, migración y retorno de la 

niñez migrante: Una mirada antropológica. Región y sociedad, 27(63), 299–309. 

Disponible en: 

http://www.scielo.org.mx/scielo.php?script=sci_arttext&pid=S1870-

39252015000200012&lng=es&tlng=es. [Accessed 26 June, 2016]. 

Ruiz Peralta, L. and García Cárdenas, E. (2015), Migrant children’s mobilization, 

migration and return: an anthropologic view. Región y sociedad, 27(63), 299-309. 

Available at: 

http://www.scielo.org.mx/scielo.php?script=sci_arttext&pid=S1870-

39252015000200012&lng=es&tlng=es. [Accessed 26 June, 2016]. 

 

Save the Children (2014), Submission for the Office of the High Commissioner for 

Human Rights (OHCHR) report to the General Assembly on the protection of 

http://www.uelbosque.edu.co/sites/default/files/publicaciones/revistas/cuadernos_hispanoamericanos_psicologia/volumen11_numero2/articulo_2.pdf
http://www.uelbosque.edu.co/sites/default/files/publicaciones/revistas/cuadernos_hispanoamericanos_psicologia/volumen11_numero2/articulo_2.pdf
http://www.uelbosque.edu.co/sites/default/files/publicaciones/revistas/cuadernos_hispanoamericanos_psicologia/volumen11_numero2/articulo_2.pdf
http://www.uelbosque.edu.co/sites/default/files/publicaciones/revistas/cuadernos_hispanoamericanos_psicologia/volumen11_numero2/articulo_2.pdf
http://www.scielo.org.mx/scielo.php?script=sci_arttext&pid=S1870-39252015000200012&lng=es&tlng=es
http://www.scielo.org.mx/scielo.php?script=sci_arttext&pid=S1870-39252015000200012&lng=es&tlng=es
http://www.scielo.org.mx/scielo.php?script=sci_arttext&pid=S1870-39252015000200012&lng=es&tlng=es
http://www.scielo.org.mx/scielo.php?script=sci_arttext&pid=S1870-39252015000200012&lng=es&tlng=es


90 

migrants (RES 68/179). June 2014. Available at: 

www.ohchr.org/Documents/Issues/Migration/GA69thSession/SaveTheChildre

n.doc. [Accessed 29 July, 2016]. 

 

Sayadmansour A. (2014), Neurotheology: The relationship between brain and religion. 

Iran Journal of Neurology, Volume 13, Issue 1: 52–5. Available at: 

http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3968360/. [Accessed 2 August, 

2016]. 

 

Schnell, T. and Keenan, W. (2013), The construction of atheist spirituality: a survey-

based study. In Weterink, H. (ed.) Constructs of meaning and religious 

transformation, Vienna University Press, 101–18. Available at: 

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/270216983_Schnell_T_Keenan_W_J_

F_2013_The_Construction_of_Atheist_Spirituality_A_Survey-

Based_Study_In_H_Westerink_Ed_Constructs_of_Meaning_and_Religious_Transfo

rmation_pp_101–18_Vienna_Vandenhoeck_Ruprecht_un. [Accessed 27 August, 

2016]. 

 

Sharma, S. and Hopkins, P., (2013), Spiritual wellbeing and young people’s resilience in 

times of austerity. Race, Religion and Migration Working Paper Series Working 

paper 2. Available at: 

https://research.ncl.ac.uk/youngpeople/workingpapersseries/racereligionand

migration/Paper%202%20-%20Spiritual%20well-

http://www.ohchr.org/Documents/Issues/Migration/GA69thSession/SaveTheChildren.doc
http://www.ohchr.org/Documents/Issues/Migration/GA69thSession/SaveTheChildren.doc
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3968360/
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/270216983_Schnell_T_Keenan_W_J_F_2013_The_Construction_of_Atheist_Spirituality_A_Survey-Based_Study_In_H_Westerink_Ed_Constructs_of_Meaning_and_Religious_Transformation_pp_101–18_Vienna_Vandenhoeck_Ruprecht_un
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/270216983_Schnell_T_Keenan_W_J_F_2013_The_Construction_of_Atheist_Spirituality_A_Survey-Based_Study_In_H_Westerink_Ed_Constructs_of_Meaning_and_Religious_Transformation_pp_101–18_Vienna_Vandenhoeck_Ruprecht_un
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/270216983_Schnell_T_Keenan_W_J_F_2013_The_Construction_of_Atheist_Spirituality_A_Survey-Based_Study_In_H_Westerink_Ed_Constructs_of_Meaning_and_Religious_Transformation_pp_101–18_Vienna_Vandenhoeck_Ruprecht_un
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/270216983_Schnell_T_Keenan_W_J_F_2013_The_Construction_of_Atheist_Spirituality_A_Survey-Based_Study_In_H_Westerink_Ed_Constructs_of_Meaning_and_Religious_Transformation_pp_101–18_Vienna_Vandenhoeck_Ruprecht_un
https://research.ncl.ac.uk/youngpeople/workingpapersseries/racereligionandmigration/Paper%202%20-%20Spiritual%20well-being%20and%20young%20people's%20resilience%20in%20times%20of%20austerity.pdf
https://research.ncl.ac.uk/youngpeople/workingpapersseries/racereligionandmigration/Paper%202%20-%20Spiritual%20well-being%20and%20young%20people's%20resilience%20in%20times%20of%20austerity.pdf


91 

being%20and%20young%20people's%20resilience%20in%20times%20of%20

austerity.pdf. [Accessed 29 July, 2016]. 

 

Smith, L., Webber, R. and DeFrain, J. (2013), Spiritual Well-Being and Its Relationship to 

Resilience in Young People: A Mixed Methods Case Study. SAGE Open 3 (2): 1–16. 

Available at: DOI: 10.1177/2158244013485582. [Accessed 21 August, 2016]. 

 

Tanyi, R. (2002), Towards clarification of the meaning of spirituality.  Journal of 

Advanced Nursing, 39(5), 500–09. Available at: 

http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1046/j.1365-2648.2002.02315.x/pdf. 

[Accessed 12 June, 2016]. 

 

Taylor, S., Bogdan, R. and DeVault, M. (2016), Introduction to Qualitative Research 

Methods: A Guidebook and Resource. John Wiley & Sons. 

 

UNICEF (2006), World Report on Violence against Children. Available at: 

http://www.unicef.org/violencestudy/5.%20World%20Report%20on%20Viole

nce%20against%20Children.pdf. [Accessed 25 June, 2016]. 

 

UNICEF (2012), The Rights of All Children in the Context of International Migration - Key 

Messages and Recommendations. Available at: 

http://www.unicef.org/socialpolicy/index_68907.html. [Accessed 29 June, 

2016]. 

https://research.ncl.ac.uk/youngpeople/workingpapersseries/racereligionandmigration/Paper%202%20-%20Spiritual%20well-being%20and%20young%20people's%20resilience%20in%20times%20of%20austerity.pdf
https://research.ncl.ac.uk/youngpeople/workingpapersseries/racereligionandmigration/Paper%202%20-%20Spiritual%20well-being%20and%20young%20people's%20resilience%20in%20times%20of%20austerity.pdf
http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1046/j.1365-2648.2002.02315.x/pdf
http://www.unicef.org/violencestudy/5.%20World%20Report%20on%20Violence%20against%20Children.pdf
http://www.unicef.org/violencestudy/5.%20World%20Report%20on%20Violence%20against%20Children.pdf
http://www.unicef.org/socialpolicy/index_68907.html


92 

 

UNICEF (2014), Building better brains: new frontiers in early childhood development. 

Available at: 

http://www.unicef.cn/en/uploadfile/2015/0319/20150319103627793.pdf. 

[Accessed 16 May, 2016]. 

 

United Kingdom Parliament (1988), Education Reform Act 1988. Available at: 

http://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/1988/40/pdfs/ukpga_19880040_en.pdf. 

[Accessed 14 August, 2016]. 

 

United Kingdom Parliament (2015), School inspection handbook from September 2015 – 

OFSTED. Available at: https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/school-

inspection-handbook-from-september-2015. [Accessed 14 August, 2016]. 

 

United Nations (1989), Convention on the Rights of the Child. 

http://www.unicef.org.uk/Documents/Publication-

pdfs/UNCRC_PRESS200910web.pdf. [Accessed 14 August, 2016]. 

 

United Nations Refugee Agency (1951), Convention and Protocol Relating to the Status 

of Refugees. Available at: http://www.unhcr.org/3b66c2aa10.html. 

 

United Nations (2002), Human Rights of Migrants, in United Nations General Assembly 

A/57/292, Note by the Secretary-General. Available at: 

http://www.unicef.cn/en/uploadfile/2015/0319/20150319103627793.pdf
http://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/1988/40/pdfs/ukpga_19880040_en.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/school-inspection-handbook-from-september-2015
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/school-inspection-handbook-from-september-2015
http://www.unicef.org.uk/Documents/Publication-pdfs/UNCRC_PRESS200910web.pdf
http://www.unicef.org.uk/Documents/Publication-pdfs/UNCRC_PRESS200910web.pdf
http://www.unhcr.org/3b66c2aa10.html


93 

https://www.iom.int/jahia/webdav/shared/shared/mainsite/policy_and_resea

rch/un/57/A_57_292_en.pdf.  

 

United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (2015), Mid-Year Trends 2015. 

Available at: http://www.unhcr.org/pages/49c3646c4d6.htmll. [Accessed 20 

August, 2016]. 

 

United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (2016), UNHCR calls for urgent action 

as Central America asylum claims soar. Available at: 

http://www.unhcr.org/uk/news/latest/2016/4/5703ab396/unhcr-calls-

urgent-action-central-america-asylum-claims-soar.html. [Accessed 26 June, 

2016]. 

 

Vanistendael, S. (2007), Spirituality and Resilience. In Monroe, B. and Oliviere, D., 

Resilience in Palliative Care: Achievement in Adversity. OUP Oxford. 115–35. 

[Accessed 6 July, 2016]. 

 

Vanistendael, S. (2011), ‘Resilience is not built at any cost; it always has an ethical 

dimension.’ Universitat de Barcelona. Available at: 

http://www.ub.edu/web/ub/en/menu_eines/noticies/2011/Entrevistes/stefan

_vanistendael.html. [Accessed 15 July, 2016]. 

 

https://www.iom.int/jahia/webdav/shared/shared/mainsite/policy_and_research/un/57/A_57_292_en.pdf
https://www.iom.int/jahia/webdav/shared/shared/mainsite/policy_and_research/un/57/A_57_292_en.pdf
http://www.unhcr.org/pages/49c3646c4d6.htmll
http://www.unhcr.org/uk/news/latest/2016/4/5703ab396/unhcr-calls-urgent-action-central-america-asylum-claims-soar.html
http://www.unhcr.org/uk/news/latest/2016/4/5703ab396/unhcr-calls-urgent-action-central-america-asylum-claims-soar.html
http://www.ub.edu/web/ub/en/menu_eines/noticies/2011/Entrevistes/stefan_vanistendael.html
http://www.ub.edu/web/ub/en/menu_eines/noticies/2011/Entrevistes/stefan_vanistendael.html


94 

Wessells, M and Kostelny, K, (2013), Child Friendly Spaces: Toward a Grounded 

Community-Based Approach for Strengthening Child Protection Practice in 

Humanitarian Crises. Child Abuse & Neglect: The International Journal, 37S, 29–40. 

Available at: 

http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0145213413003359. 

[Accessed 27 August, 2016]. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0145213413003359


95 

Appendices 

 

Appendix A: Information sheet for the participants 

 

INFORMATION SHEET FOR PARTICIPANTS 
 

REC Reference Number: LRU-15/16-2779 
 

YOU WILL BE GIVEN A COPY OF THIS INFORMATION SHEET 
 
Title of study 
The role of spirituality in migrant children’s resilience from the perspective of adults working 
with migrant children in Latin America and the UK. 
 
Invitation Paragraph 
You are invited to take part in a study on the role of spirituality in migrant children’s resilience. 
Whether or not you take part is your choice.  If you don’t want to take part, you are free not to 
take part of it and don’t have to give a reason. If you do want to take part now, but change your 
mind later, you can leave the research at any time and I will delete your contribution within one 
week.   
 
This Participant Information Sheet will help you decide if you’d like to take part.  It sets out why 
we are doing the study, what your participation would involve, what the methodology is, what 
the benefits and risks to you might be, and what would happen after the study ends. You can 
make any questions at any time during the study. You do not have to decide today whether or 
not you will participate in this study. Before you decide you may want to talk about the study 
with other people, such as supervisor, colleagues, family or friends. Feel free to do this. 
If you agree to take part in this study, you will be asked to sign the Consent Form on the last 
page of this document. You will be given a copy of both the Participant Information Sheet and 
the Consent Form to keep. 
 
What is the purpose of the study? 
The focus of this research is to investigate the potential of spirituality to help migrant and 
refugee children to cope with the adversity they face once they leave their country of origin. 
This research aims at answering two main questions around the role of spirituality in building 
migrant children’s resilience: Why is it important? How has it been addressed and how can it 
be more intentionally promoted? In other words, its purpose is: 

- To understand the relationship between spirituality and resilience in migrant children’s 
lives. 

- To identify concrete ways in which spirituality has helped migrant children to cope with 
the adverse situations the face in their journey. 

- To find out the opportunities, gaps and challenges for furthering the promotion of 
spirituality as a positive factor in migrant children’s resilience. 
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Why have I been invited to take part? 
You have been invited to take part of this research because it will enquire on migrant children’s 
spirituality and resilience through the perspective of adults working with them. As such, the 
empirical study will include: 1) Adult professionals working or having worked with migrant 
children in Latin America or in the UK, and 2) Adult faith leaders and/or experts in spirituality. 
You are part of one of these groups and who has been selected because of your experience, 
knowledge and understanding of the issue. 
 
Do I have to take part? 
Whether or not you take part is your choice.  If you don’t want to take part, you are free not to 
take part of it and don’t have to give a reason. If you do want to take part now, but change your 
mind later, you can leave the research at any time. In that case, your data can be withdraw up 
to 2 weeks after your interview (namely on the ………………………………..). 
 
What will happen to me if I take part? 
If you take part of this study, you will be asked to hold a face-to-face or skype meeting in which 
we will explore 6 questions related to your experience as a worker with migrant children or 
expert in spirituality. The interview may not be take longer than 1 hour and could be audio-
recorded if you give consent to it. 
 
Incentives (where relevant) 
There will be no monetary or goods incentives, however, you will be happy to know that you 
contributed to a research that could lead to an improvement of the way that NGO and other 
institutions and professionals respond to migration. 
 
What are the possible benefits and risks of taking part? 
By taking part of this study, you will contribute to a research that could lead to an improvement 
of the way that NGO and other institutions and professionals respond to migration. 
Among the risks that you might face is to feel uncomfortable with some questions or get 
distressed by remembering and sharing some true stories.  
 
Will my taking part be kept confidential? 
Everything you share will be used for academic purposes only. Additionally, all the names, 
places and dates will be changed, including your information and those from the people you 
might share about.  
 
How is the project being funded? 
The project will not need special funding as the interviews will take place through skype or 
face-to-face meetings.  
 
What will happen to the results of the study? 
The results will be shared with organizations that could be interested in the topic, including 
yours. Additionally, some journal articles, conferences or reports could be issued from the 
study. 
 
Who should I contact for further information? 
If you have any questions or require more information about this study, please contact me 
using the following contact details:  
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Maria Alejandra Andrade Vinueza 
Maria.andrade_vinueza@kcl.ac.uk 
 
What if I have further questions, or if something goes wrong? 
 If this study has harmed you in any way or if you wish to make a complaint about the conduct 
of the study you can contact King's College London using the details below for further advice 
and information:  
 
Dr. Jennifer Driscoll 
Jenny.driscoll@kcl.ac.uk  
Lecturer in Child Studies, Barrister 
Program Director MA Child Studies / International Child Studies 
Department of Education & Professional Studies 
King's College London, Franklin-Wilkins Building 
Rm 2/15 Waterloo Bridge Wing 
Waterloo Road 
London SE1 9NH 
Tel: +44 (0) 20 7848 3101 
Fax: +44 (0) 20 7848 3182 
 
 
Thank you for reading this information sheet and for considering taking part in this 
research. 
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Appendix B: Consent form 
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Appendix C: Questions guide for field workers and faith leaders 

Questions Guide 
 
Title of study 
The role of spirituality in migrant children’s resilience from the perspective of adults 
working with migrant children in Latin America and the UK. 
 
What is the purpose of the study? 
The focus of this research is to investigate the potential of spirituality to help migrant and refugee children 
to cope with the adversity they face once they leave their country of origin. 
This research aims at answering two main questions around the role of spirituality in building migrant 
children’s resilience: Why is it important? How has it been addressed and how can it be more intentionally 
promoted? In other words, its purpose is: 

- To understand the relationship between spirituality and resilience in migrant children’s lives. 
- To identify concrete ways in which spirituality has helped migrant children to cope with the 

adverse situations the face in their journey. 
- To find out the opportunities, gaps and challenges for furthering the promotion of spirituality 

as a positive factor in migrant children’s resilience. 
 
Questions for professionals working or having worked with migrant children  

1. From your experience, what are the most important challenges that migrant and refugee children 
face both in transit and destination countries? 

2. How do you define the term 'resilience' and what factors contribute to build it? Can you cite an 
example? 

3. How do you define ‘spirituality’? 
4. Spirituality has been associated with three essential aspects of human life: 1) The purpose and 

meaning of life; 2) The self-worth and self-image; and 3) The relationship with oneself, with 
others, with transcendence (God) and with nature. Based on this definition and on your 
experience working with migrant and refugee children, do you think spirituality can somehow 
contribute to build resilience on them? In which way(s)? Do you know any successful experience? 

5. What kind of organizations or individuals are best suited to nurture the spirituality of refugee 
and migrant children? What do they need to do so? 

6. Can you mention three to five concrete actions that could be undertaken to nurture the 
spirituality of migrant children as a way to help them build resilience? 

7. Is it possible to refer to spiritualty without pointing to transcendence? How different is, for 
example, spirituality from psycho-social therapy? 

8. What would be some of the challenges in doing so? 
9. Do you have any last comment? 

 
Questionnaire for faith leaders and/or experts in spirituality: 

1. How would you define spirituality? What are its key components? 
2. According to your experience and knowledge, how can spirituality help migrant and refugee 

children to overcome the challenges they face in both, transit and destination countries? 
3. Could you mention 3 to 5 concrete actions that could be undertaken in order to build refugee 

children’s resilience through nurturing their spirituality? 
4. Who are the main actors in this process? 
5. What are the main challenges in furthering the promotion of refugee children’s spiritual nurture?  
6. Is there a way in which spirituality could become a negative factor in building resilience? Please 

explain. 
7. Do you have anything to add? 
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Appendix D: Ethics approval granted by King’s College London E & M 

Research Ethics Panel REP Review 
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Appendix E: Relationship between resilience and spirituality from the Literature Review 
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Appendix F: The role of spirituality in migrant children’s resilience, according to the Literature Review and 

the empirical research 
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Appendix G: Activities that nurture migrant children’s spirituality, according 

to the empirical research 

 

Ordinary activities Special activities Religious activities 

Welcoming introductions 
Sharing own experiences with 

newcomers to give them hope and a 
sense of belonging. It helps to make 

people feel at home  

Meditation 
Pauses from noise and 

distractions to be in silence 
and connect with self 

and/or transcendence 

Religious rituals 
(individually or in a 

group) 
Prayer, scripture reading, 

worship and symbolic 
liturgies  

Resting 
Rest restores the spirit. Migrant 
children need to get peace back 

through sleeping and resting  
Sharing food 

Food allows migrant children to 
recover strength but it can go beyond 
that; it is a special moment of sharing, 

connecting to others and exercising 
gratitude 

Circles of reflection 
Time for introspection 

using child-friendly 
methodologies 

 Fraternal celebration 
A weekly meeting in 

chapel to share thoughts 
about life, human nature, 
purpose, challenges, etc. 
beyond religious beliefs 

Walking outside 
Going around without hiding and 

without fear of being detained helps 
children to connect to their 

environment and gain a sense of 
freedom 

Fostering respect 
Expressed through every relationship  Resources on spirituality 

Provision of resources for 
children that address 

spirituality through tales, 
stories, theatre, etc.  

  Spiritual retreats 
Individually or in groups 

Building relationships and 
community support 

Every moment is an opportunity to 
build trustful and respectful 

relationships  

Giving thanks 
For the day, for life, for being alive, etc. 

Fosters gratitude and a positive 
attitude towards life 

Mutual help role-playing 
Role-play stressing mutual 
help. Fosters self-esteem, 
solidarity, humility and 

gratefulness 

Pastoral care 
Spiritual counsellors that 

provide ‘psychological 
first aid’ to help children 
develop coping strategies 
through making meaning, 
a sense of connectedness, 
a life purpose, self-esteem, 

humour and the 
development of their own 

capacities 

Positive sentences 
Words have power. Talking positively 

helps to put stress on opportunities 
rather than difficulties 

Parental support 
Helping parents to help 
their children through 

quality time and loving care 
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Observing thoughts  
Observation of thoughts: what are 

they? Where do they come from? How 
do they make me feel?  

Art, music, nature 
Activities bringing harmony 
and connection to the inner 

self 
Religious narratives 

Can help to explain the 
causes of disasters and 

have the potential to 
strengthen resilience 

The nightmare-destroying monster 
A children’s ally that takes problems 

away 

Gardening 
Provides an opportunity to 

reflect on life, renewal, 
starting again, being useful, 

a sense of responsibility 
The sorrow-removing friend 

A character that hears children’s 
problems and takes them away 

Capturing places 
Young people take pictures 
of the neighbourhood then 

use them to talk about 
experiences, feelings, 

desires 

Dynamics inspired by 
sacred texts 

Choosing texts that tackle 
issues related to hope, 

peace, security, courage, 
solidarity, God’s 

protection 

Playing 
Safe places to play freely and discovery 

through games, stories, movies  

 


