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Policed empowerment at the intersection of child welfare and 
migration control
Maline Holmlund

Department of Culture and Society, Linköping University, Norrköping, Sweden

ABSTRACT
This article aims to show an example of how municipal policy promotes 
a social work of policing and expulsion, represented as a child welfare. It is 
legitimated through a therapeutic rationality promoting emotional well-
being among asylum-seeking minors arriving on their own. The material 
consists of municipal policy documents Children’s best interests when 
returning and Unaccompanied returns issued by the municipality of 
Strömsund, Northern Sweden, developed as a best practice project during 
2014–2020. A post-structuralist policy analysis is applied, underpinned by 
Foucauldian governmentality. It de-constructs how productive and 
repressive elements of care and control are intertwined into a rationality 
of policed empowerment and a technology of activation into expulsion . 
The rationality encourages re-orienting motivations to stay in Sweden into 
willing self-exclusion, through collaborative reflection and normalization 
of expulsion as ‘crisis management’ and child welfare. Concerns of chil-
dren arriving alone are described as manifestations of ‘crisis’, caused by 
immature mobility, expectations to stay in Sweden and separation from 
roots. Social services, legal guardians and staff at housings are encouraged 
to form a collaborative and motivational technology of support. Children’s 
needs are represented as emotionally fragile, to be cared and reshaped 
therapeutically through collaborative reflection on exclusion as being in 
service of children’s self-development. Techniques presented in the mate-
rial re-shape motivations through collaboration, securitization and activa-
tion. Although effects might turn out differently, this case shows 
a combination of neo-liberal empowerment and policing encouraging 
a child welfare regime of exclusion and policing.

Keywords 
unaccompanied asylum 
seeking minors; border 
policing; social work; 
governmentality; Sweden

Introduction

Migration policies in Europe and Sweden have become increasingly focused on efficiency in border 
policing, during the past decades (Nielsen 2016; cf. Walters 2015). Expectations of policing are being 
encouraged on multiple policy levels and include various actors (Persdotter 2019; Garelli & Tazzioli, 
2018; cf. Walters 2002). The social work-based reception system of unaccompanied asylum-seeking 
minors is negotiated within a nexus of child welfare and migration control (Watters 2008, 2007). 
Apart from allowing minors inclusion into municipal welfare (Nordling 2017, 2016), the principle of 
children’s best interests has also served as an argument for exclusion from welfare (Lind and 
Persdotter 2017). The principle has been shown to validate negative asylum decisions (Lundberg 
and Lind 2017). Recently, increased collaboration between social work actors and border police has 
been encouraged (Sundkvist 2017). Swedish state policy projects have combined concern for minor’s 
physical and mental safety with logics of policing, encouraging collaborations between social workers, 
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NGOs and migration police that may further precariousness among these minors (Holmlund 2021). 
This article elaborates further on how power dynamics play out in policies that combine child welfare 
and migration control. The analytical point of departure of the article is a governmentality approach 
(Foucault 2007), inspired by Walter’s (2002, 2015) understanding of expulsion as a multilevel 
government of policing and exclusion. The empirical basis for the article derives from a municipal 
project, aiming for a status of best practice. The project encourages a social work of return 
[återvändande] presented as in the best interest of unaccompanied children [ensamkommande] 
arriving into the Swedish reception system. The main question asked in this article is: which kinds 
of power dynamics can be identified at the intersection of border policing and the provision of welfare 
for minors? The aim is to investigate how repressive and productive power merge at the intersection of 
child welfare and migration control. The analysis draws specific attention to how collaboration 
between legal guardians, social service workers and staff at housing is encouraged within the reception 
and care of precariously mobile minors arriving alone. In the article, power dynamics are uncovered 
through an analysis of how social work collaboration is legitimized within specific rationalities and 
problem representations, what kind of tools for action, or technologies, that are presented, and what 
kind of social work that these suggest.

Background – Unaccompanied asylum-seeking minors in Sweden

Negotiations on inclusion or exclusion of unaccompanied asylum-seeking minors in Sweden 
occur at several institutional levels (Gustafsson and Johansson 2018; Hedlund 2016; Stretmo 
2014). Care and welfare for these minors is negotiated at the municipal level in Sweden (Nordling 
2016; Stretmo 2014). The main actors involved in the reception and care of asylum-seeking 
minors arriving alone are the Swedish Migration Agency (henceforth SMA), the social services, 
professionals at accommodation facilities, and legal guardians (Swedish National Board of Health 
and Welfare, henceforth SBHW, 2020; Stretmo and Melander 2013). In November 2015, 
a temporary migration policy was proposed in Sweden, reduced to EU minimum standards (, 
Öberg & Sager, 2017). The policy caused a breach in Swedish ideals of solidarity (Dahlstedt & 
Neergaard, 2019), compromising the possibilities of welfare actors to tend to the needs of minors 
in a more precarious situation than before (Gustafsson and Johansson 2018). The possibilities for 
gaining permanent residence have become restricted, and the rights of minors to re-unite with 
their families in Sweden have been limited (Dane 2020). Teenagers whose asylum cases are 
rejected, lose access to housing and benefits from the social services on their 18th birthday. As 
the temporary migration policy of 2015 has been renegotiated and prolonged, the municipal 
policy project analysed in this article has been promoted as a best practice case for municipal 
social work with minors arriving alone (Delmi 2020, 1).

A majority of minors arriving on their own to seek asylum in Sweden recently have been 
categorized as originating from Afghanistan, although many have lived in Iran their entire 
lives. Several belong to the minority group hazara, that have been persecuted in Afghanistan 
by the Taliban militia, contending for power in the war-torn country. Sweden has received 
critique from organizations such as Amnesty International and The Red Cross for deporting 
minors to Afghanistan despite high levels of conflict. Minors who have their asylum cases 
rejected in Sweden, have been granted asylum in European countries with more generous 
migration policies (SVT 20181126) or, increasingly, kept perpetually on the move (Herz and 
Lalander2019). Oftentimes, minors who arrive in Sweden on their own come from countries 
lacking reliable systems of registration for citizens. As migration regimes have tightened, age 
has become an object of scrutiny, not least through assessments of bodies, criticized by 
medical health professionals for being unethical (Hjern et al. 2018). Childhood itself has 
become an object of assessment and scrutiny, not least in negotiations on vulnerability 
(Hedlund 2016; Lind 2020).
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Previous research

Public representations of minors in migration are connected to a production of deserving and 
undeserving subjects (Djampour 2018; Malkki 1995; Wernesjö 2020). Such production affects the 
inclusion of these minors into the welfare state (Nordling 2016; Stretmo 2014). Constructions of the 
solitariness of minor’s mobility and agency have been shown to affect how reception and care is 
organized (Herz & Lalander, 2017) and governed (Rosen, Crafter, and Meetoo 2019; Stretmo 2014). 
Arguments that minors arriving alone should be docile, grateful and innocent in order to be deserving 
of inclusion have been pervasive (Crawley 2011; McLaughlin 2018; Wernesjö 2020). These minors 
have been represented as anchor children, presumably exploited by relatives as a ticket to Europe 
(Herz and Lalander 2018; Watters 2008), separated children unable to properly care for themselves 
(Rosen, Crafter, and Meetoo 2019), measured against norms of an a-political childhood (Crawley 
2011) and, recently, presented as children in crisis, caused by migration (Lems, Oester, and Strasser, 
2019). Representations of minors in migration as a-political has been argued to invalidate their right to 
a voice in their own affairs (Howards 2014; Juffer 2016). National policy representations of minors 
being harmed by migrating alone have been shown to legitimate more restrictive border policies 
(Anderson 2012). Hedlund (2016) has illustrated how assessments of vulnerability in the minds and 
bodies of minors has taken precedence over their ‘told experiences’ in asylum assessments (Hedlund 
2016, 31), while Lundberg and Lind (2017) have argued that vulnerabilities of minors have been used 
against them in asylum decisions and state policy (see also Ottosson and Lundberg 2013). As 
psychological perspectives have become more common in research on minors in public care, critical 
perspectives have been observed to fall by the wayside (Picot 2016; Walkerdine 2008). Walkerdine 
(2008) has pointed out that psychological perspectives on children and childhood need to be situated 
in time and space. In regard to the reception of children arriving on their own, Wernesjö (2012) argues 
that research focusing on the individual traumas of unaccompanied minors in the Swedish reception 
system tends to leave out the impact of structural conditions for these children. Stretmo (2014) has 
elaborated that representations of the vulnerabilities of minors arriving on their own affect how 
reception is organized. Watter’s (2007) describes how access to care has been serving as a technology 
of border policing, dividing legitimate refugees from illegitimate. Further, Lind and Persdotter (2017) 
have pointed out that recent arguments for depriving children of precarious minorities of access to 
education has been justified as concern for the minor’s lack of anchoring in the country of origin. This 
article, contributes to this strand of research by showing how a policing of minds and behaviours of 
minors arriving alone can be legitimized through representations of vulnerability and lack of mature 
desires and directions in life.

Public representations of children at risk of harm caused a reallocation of responsibility of care 
from the Swedish Migration Agency (SMA) to the public social services (Stretmo 2014). More 
recently however, similar representations have motivated collaborations between social workers, 
the SMA and border police to securitize deportations (Holmlund 2021). For instance, according to 
recent guidelines by the BHW (2020, p.35–36), the social services are recommended to continually 
monitor ‘risk factors’ to whether the child might abscond. Research advocating for the necessity of 
collaboration between the social services and border police has argued that collaboration ensures 
dignity in repatriation of minors (Sundkvist 2017a). Efforts to uphold separation between the social 
services and the border police are described as causing ill-health among social service workers and 
confusion among minors (Sundkvist, Ghazinour, and Padyab 2017b). On the contrary, another 
strand of research highlights how encouragements of social work collaboration in border policing 
disconnects social workers from the professional ethics of social work (Björngren Cuadra 2015; 
Gustafsson and Johansson 2018; Jönsson 2014) which may disrupt trusting relationships between 
minors and social workers (Söderqvist 2017; Wernesjö 2014). Welfare collaboration has emerged as 
an end in itself for Swedish welfare organizations, even though different aims and professional 
ethics may collide (Chaib 2018; Danermark and Kullberg 1999). Child welfare as a top-down ideal 
of collaboration has been observed to silence grassroot knowledge of social workers (Chaib 2018) as 
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well as the concerns of minors themselves (Josefsson 2017). In this article, I will contribute to these 
debates by an in-depth examination of how consensus ideals of child welfare might legitimate social 
work involvement in border policing.

The reception of minors who arrive alone to Sweden is governed on both a municipal and a state 
level. Since 2006, the social services carry the overall responsibility for the welfare of minors arriving 
on their own (Stretmo 2014). Upon arrival, most minors are placed in an accommodation at the 
municipality of arrival, and later assigned municipality of reception. Staff at housings are expected to 
form family-like relationships with the minors (Stretmo and Melander 2013; SBHW, 2020). The SMA 
or the social services assign a legal guardian for the child, as stand-in parents for children under the age 
of 18 (SBHW 2020). Minors arriving alone commonly form closer bonds with staff at housings and 
their legal guardians than with their contacts at the social services (Herz and Lalander 2019). Personal 
integrity has been emphasized as an important trait for the guardians in order for trust between 
guardians and minors to be established (Stretmo and Melander 2013). In projects encouraging social 
work collaboration on expulsion, the close contact between staff at housings, NGOs and minors has 
been emphasized as important for monitoring deportable children allegedly for the protection of these 
children against their own movements and minds (Holmlund 2021). This article further investigates 
how an involvement of legal guardians, staff at housings and social services in a collaboration that 
combines migration control and child welfare is legitimized and proposed to be carried out, and how 
conflicting ideals and voices are de-legitimized and dismissed in favour of consensus.

As a note on terminology, the terms ‘social work’ and ‘social workers’ are broadly used to refer to 
the actors engaged in the reception system of unaccompanied asylum-seeking children [Sw. 
ensamkommande barn] (Stretmo 2014; Gustafsson and Johansson 2018). These are minors that 
become precarious (cf. Butler 2004), as their mobility, agency and credibility is scrutinized and 
conditioned through border regimes (Juffer 2016; cf. Walters 2002). In the article, I use the term 
minors arriving/migrating on their own to direct analytical focus to the ways representations of 
these minor’s solitary arrival and mobility give way for specific problem representations and policy 
solutions. The use of the term minors points to that these children and youth have not reached an 
age of maturity and have their voices and rights are represented by others.

Material

Border policing occurs at multiple institutional levels, and are enacted through multiple actors 
(Persdotter 2019, cf. Walters 2002). The municipal project examined in this article has recently been 
highlighted in national policy advocating for stricter migration control (Delmi 2020, 1). The 
material consists of policy documents issued by Strömsund municipality during 2014–2020, titled 
Unaccompanied Returns (Återvändande ensamkommande) and Children’s best interests when 
returning (Barnets bästa vid återvändande). The project was initiated in 2014 before the temporary 
policy on migration was put in place. It has been financed by the European Asylum, Migration and 
Integration Fund (AMIF) and the European Return Fund (RF). There are two specific areas of focus 
in the project: building ‘competence in those who meet minors who have not been granted 
a residence permit’, and ‘collaboration between affected actors and processes’ (web page 
strömsund.se).The documents examined in the analysis include a pre-study, based on interviews 
with municipal staff and unaccompanied minors who have received a rejection on their asylum case 
(Strömsunds kommun 2014., henceforth SK. 2014). Furthermore, there is the outline and frame-
work for the project (Strömsunds kommun. 2015a., henceforth SK. 2015a), a guide on how to 
conduct consensus dialogue, including a toolbox with suggested best practices and techniques 
(Strömsunds kommun 2015b., henceforth SK. 2015b, henceforth SD), such as so-called ‘dialogue 
cards’ (Strömsunds Kommun. 2018a., henceforth SK 2018b) and ‘maps’ (Strömsunds 
Kommun. 2015b, henceforth SK 2018a. , henceforth ASA) where minors and staff are recom-
mended to work together in re-orientating emotions and ambitions. There is also a specific 
document on collaboration between municipal actors on return (Strömsunds kommun. 2015c, 
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henceforth SK 2015c “, henceforth SÅ). Furthermore, the material contains a brochure that 
summarizes the project (Strömsunds kommun. 2018c., henceforth SK 2018c). The policy sugges-
tions in the documents are directed at several municipal actors but mainly social services, legal 
guardians and staff at housings. Excerpts from interviews with minors and suggestions for dialogue 
between social workers and minors are included in the material, underpinning specific problem 
representations that legitimate the policy solutions presented. Flow charts and other techniques that 
municipal staff are recommended to use are also provided. Three of these techniques are analyzed in 
the article, as examples of how the overall technology is embodied into techniques that serve to 
reshape social work from a focus on reception to a focus on exclusion. In the next section, the 
analytical framework for the article will be outlined further.

Analytical framework

Analytically, the article draws on Michel Foucault’s (2007) notion of governmentality, where 
government is understood not only as a matter of repressive power over territory, but also as 
a productive management of the behaviours and minds of the population as such. 
Accordingly, government is seen as the production of a desirable population through disci-
pline and normalization of specific conducts (Foucault 2003a; cf. Randall and Munro 2010). 
Such government operates in a variety of ways, not least through norms of verbalization and 
therapeutical reformation of the self (Foucault 2003b; cf. Randall and Munro 2010). On the 
basis of Foucault’s notion of governmentality, Cruikshank (1999) has further elaborated on 
the concept of empowerment, arguing that ideals of equality and social welfare have been 
replaced by individualized empowerment, in line with political demands of austerity. In this 
article, Foucault’s understanding of government as both productive and repressive is com-
bined with Walters’ (2002, 2015) approach to deportation as a multilevel government of 
policing and expulsion (cf. Peutz and De Genova 2010). According to Walters (2002, 2015), 
expulsion and policing have throughout history been legitimated according to different 
policies and techniques, executed by various actors, often by combining notions of efficient 
expulsions and humanitarianism.

An important point of departure for the analysis conducted in this article is that problem 
representations are made comprehensible within specific rationalities, or knowledge systems, 
related to specific technologies and techniques (Bacchi, 2009). A technology can be described as 
a tool-kit, encouraging actors to take on specific roles and engage in specific behaviour by making 
use of various techniques, such as flowcharts or guidelines. In the analysis, attention is directed at 
how policy solutions are constructed, in response to problem representations of unaccompanied 
children. The analysis uncovers how elements of care and control of minors are intertwined with 
elements of policing and discipline. It illustrates how a therapeutical rationality encouraging 
collaboration to assist children’s emotional and developmental progress enables specific technolo-
gies and techniques of policing as a means of securitizing an empowered expulsion of children. 
Lastly, it draws attention to the concrete techniques proposed in the material, illuminating how the 
rationalities and technologies presented are suggested to play out, and what social workers and 
minors who arrive on their own are encouraged to do, think and become. Specifically, dichotomies 
of health/sickness, care/control and dialogue/discussion have been analysed, with particular interest 
paid to how social workers are encouraged to consistently encourage minors to elaborate and 
change their emotions into making sense of self-expulsion as a healthy and mindful choice. Here, 
expulsion is portrayed as a benevolent return of lost and perpetually mobile minors, to kin, home 
and belonging. Further, municipal collaboration is promoted through a rationality of policed 
empowerment and a technology of policed activation.
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A therapeutical rationality of policing

The initial focus on therapeutical rationalities in the analysis, follows up on an overarching 
tendency in the material to represent asylum-seeking as an emotional crisis for unaccompanied 
minors. A point of departure in the policy documents is that minors would be better off emotionally 
if they are prepared for expulsion early on. Municipal professionals are recommended to ‘prepare, 
strengthen and equip the child in the face of multiple future scenarios, through building images of 
alternative goals’ (MB 2015:13). It is emphasized that minors who ‘live with return’ have a right to 
‘well-being’ (SK 2015b:6). A knowledge platform is presented where the core principles of the 
Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC) are combined with a salutogenic perspective, founded 
by Anton Antonovsky in the 1970s.1 Psychological sensations and relationships are described as 
salutogenic resources that, if managed correctly, may promote an individual sense of coherence and 
foster individual resilience in times of adversity. In the Strömsund project, this entails embracing 
‘the sound and healthy parts of a person and strengthen these’, in combination with seeing to the 
‘best interests of children’ (SK 2015a:9). Re-orienting minors therapeutically is legitimized by 
a description of the asylum process as an emotional crisis for children who are ‘torn’ from ‘roots’:

The period of seeking asylum could easily be defined as a period of crisis in the young persons’ life. One has 
suddenly arrived to a foreign country after being torn from one’s roots and a great deal of safety in terms of 
language, culture, friends, climate etc, no matter the situation. Many have also had a more or less traumatic 
journey to Sweden (SK 2015b:20).

In the reports, crisis is loosely defined in accordance with a psychodynamic definition of ‘sudden 
change’, where a rejected asylum case is listed alongside ‘sudden disease’ SK 2015b:15, 22). The 
salutogenic focus on comprehensibility, manageability and meaningfulness is presented as a helpful 
lens for understanding minors who risk having their asylum case rejected. Such a perspective 
promotes an understanding of the minor’s as being in a state emotional disorientation, lacking of 
a sense of purpose and direction in life:

With the right support from the adult world a child in return process/ . . . /can be helped to better understand 
their situation and find resources to manage that which feels hard both here and now and in the future. Adults 
can help children gain insight that life can be meaningful even though everything did not turn out the way one 
expected. A motivation to further the child’s sense of coherence runs through our model as a whole. (SK 2015a:9)

Minors who arrive on their own to seek asylum are described as best-off protected from the 
political realm. Reasons for granting residency (or not) are described as political issues that the 
‘individual child should not have to stand as a symbol for’ (SK 2015a:20). Minors who voice a desire to 
stay in Sweden are described as expressing ‘hopelessness for the future’ and emotional confusion (ASA 
2018:8). A rejected asylum case is compared to a situation of personal failure, where a normalization of 
expulsion is described in terms of motivating minors to see their future differently:

When we are speaking about motivating, we do not mean persuading the child to return since this is the 
mission of the Migration Agency, but rather motivate in a wider sense to make the child feel better and 
consider alternative goals. Still, it might be so that in all kinds of motivational work there is a component of 
persuasion, in encouraging someone to get out of bed or talking about their future. Therefore, it is 
important to form an alliance with the child on goals to agree on. (SK 2015b:8)

Motivating minors to consider ‘alternative goals’ is in the quote above represented as concern for 
their welfare and future development, a way of strengthening their capabilities to care for them-
selves. Managing the asylum process as a process of return is presented in terms of emotional crisis 
management, as a continuous elaboration on feelings:

Feelings may sometimes be so strong that they guide us in ways we do not wish for. One example is that we, 
instead of feeling fear in dangerous situations only, experience a strong fear in many other situations in 
a fashion that limits us in our everyday lives. We might have learned to avoid certain feelings, for example to 
not cry, which can lead us to react with feelings of anger or indifference when experiencing something sad. (SK 
2015b:18).
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Here, sadness is described as a more constructive response to thoughts on return than anger or 
indifference. Feelings associated with acceptance are affirmed as emotionally healthy, while expres-
sions of ‘resistance to change’ are described as symptoms of a child in crisis, not sufficiently well 
informed or emotionally secure (SK 2018a:7). The therapeutical rationality appearing in the policy 
documents thus involves an element of policing of emotions, into compliance with the goals of 
‘return’, as an alternative future to staying in Sweden (SK 2015a:20). In reflections on whether 
motivating children to prepare for expulsion really is in their best interests, a scenario of ‘extreme 
destitution’ is juxtaposed with a reunion with ‘near and dear ones’ (SK 2015a:20). In order to 
reframe expulsion as a safe option, staff at housings, legal guardians and social service staff are 
encouraged to work together in guiding minors through a technology of securitized activation-into- 
expulsion. This technology will be further described in the next section.

A technology of exclusion-into expulsion

Providing minors with clear emotional guidance is encouraged by means of a technology that I refer to as 
securitized activation of expulsion. While a rationality of policed empowerment establishes a connection 
between the choice of self-expulsion and self-development, consistent reflection is a technology for 
reshaping mentalities into emotional security, through activating self-exclusion. Information, collabora-
tion and dialogue are presented as a means of developing alternative goals for minors. A visual structure 
for dialogue between actors and minors is provided in the form of a chart where leisure conversation, 
reconciliation conversation and crisis conversation are lined up along an imaginary timeline of the asylum 
process (SK 2015b:13). Relationships are described as salutogenic resources where adults carry respon-
sibility for helping minors structure their minds and ‘move forward’ in their thoughts:

We emphasize that the important thing is that the actors surrounding each child take a common responsibility 
in validating the child and that invite to empathetic conversations and relationships. Conversations work to 
encourage order and structure in one’s context and [provides] a possibility to move forward in one’s reason-
ing. (SK 2015b:7)

Actors working with child welfare are recommended to be ‘clear from the beginning’ and engage 
the minors in reflection about ‘return’ as an ‘alternative goal’ and a matter of helping children 
navigate their direction in life (SK 2015b:20). Social services, legal guardians and staff at housing are 
encouraged to reflect upon their roles in relation to the minors and amongst themselves. These 
actors are encouraged to take on the roles as key actors and to provide a secure space for dialogue 
and emotional direction towards future separation:

It is important to build a trustworthy hub with the child from the standpoint of the role of each actor and form 
a collaborative hub, as adults, around the child. At the same time preparation for future separation is needed 
so that the everyday life [tillvaron] might be comprehensible, manageable and meaningful for the child/ . . . /In 
order to achieve this an adult world ready to take responsibility is needed. (SK 2015b:7).

The ‘adult world’ is made responsible for a collaborative management of expectations and 
feelings throughout the asylum process, for example by motivating minors to focus on ‘joyful 
things in life even though it might feel like one’s entire life has been shattered into pieces’ (SK 
2015a:14). Within this technology the key actors are assigned different roles. The contact person or 
family home parent is characterized as a key person, recommended to take charge of coordinating 
information among welfare actors:

The contact person or family home parent becomes the key person in gathering all the information that the staff 
has on the child’s development in reports and continuous dialogue with the social service worker. (SK 2015b:10)

The contact person at housings for minors is given the role to coordinate minor’s ‘development’ 
due to their closeness to the minors. Close relationships between minors and social workers are 
much encouraged, conditioned that they also entail an element of policing where several actors are 
present. Consequently, minors are portrayed as being more vulnerable when staying in a family 
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home than at housing. The roles of legal guardians are problematized as being too intimate. The 
close contact between legal guardians and minors is described as leaving guardians themselves 
potentially vulnerable in their roles, in need of support:

When it comes to [dealing with] a rejected [asylum] case a legal guardian, who has supported the child 
throughout the juridical process might easily become very affected emotionally./ . . . /Legal guardians should 
not be left alone in motivating the child to continue finding meaning in their lives no matter what happens in 
the next step. (SK 2015b:10)

The parental role that legal guardians are assigned is downplayed as colliding with the rationality 
of policed empowerment. Close relationships between legal guardians and minors are presented as 
causing too much emotionality, an obstacle against a guidance towards ‘meaning’, activating 
expulsion, after a rejected asylum case. In regards to the social services, who are not in close contact 
with minors, professional secrecy is described as an asset in preparation for return:

[Professional secrecy] also entails a valuable possibility to introduce new information and new questions to the child. 
The social service worker might for example mention [that]/ . . . /‘[m]any children have some family left in their 
home country or in some other country and do not dare tell an adult about it. Is this familiar to you?’. (SK 2015b:9)

The recommendation to use professional secrecy in this fashion encourages social services to use 
their authority over children’s welfare in favour of gathering information to enable expulsion. The 
analysis so far illustrates how a therapeutical rationality problematizes asylum-seeking as an emotional 
crisis for lonely minors, caused by immature ambitions to separate from roots and origins. Emotional 
development is promoted through policed empowerment of the minor’s sense of direction in life. 
Secondly, a technology of exclusion is illustrated, consisting of establishing collaborative consensus on 
expectation of inclusion as symptoms of crisis, and expulsion as an opportunity of re-attachment to 
roots and relatives. The next sections will outline three specific techniques that embody this technol-
ogy. In the material these techniques are called maps. They propose a re-orienting of the reception 
process into an activation of self-expulsion. The techniques provide guidelines for the creation of 
asylum-seeking as an emotional crisis, and expulsion as a return to safe relationships and roots. They 
engage social workers and minors into normalizing a continuous reflection of the reception process as 
a process of exclusion-into -expulsion.

Creating asylum-seeking as crisis

The process map is a technique encouraging the re-organization of the reception process into a process 
of exclusion-into-expulsion instead of reception where staff are encouraged to work together to make 
this return process as emotionally secure as possible for minors arriving alone. The map is drawn as 
a chart providing an oversight of the asylum process as a step-by-step process. The phrases ‘sense of 
coherence’ and ‘build relationship – prepare separation’ are mottos for the chart (SK 2015b:21). 
Suggested actions are provided in descriptions and bullet points for each step of the map. The social 
services are recommended to initiate a crisis plan soon after the child’s arrival, and establish collaborative 
relationships emphasized to further minor’s sense of safety and ability to ‘let go of control’:

The most important individuals for the asylum seeker are the legal guardian and the guides/contact person [at 
housings]. These individuals] need to collaborate properly during the asylum process to help children in this crisis 
in the best way possible./ . . . /Clarify the adult hub surrounding the child and show that a functioning collaboration 
is in place, so that the child can let go of control (SK 2015b:20)

Here, forming a close-knit adult collaboration is presented as crucial for preparing children 
immediately after arrival that their asylum decision might not be positive. The minor’s migration to 
Sweden is described as a possible ‘adult project’ (SK 2015b:20). During the periods of waiting for 
a decision, staff at housings are recommended to establish contacts in the ‘home country’ of the 
minors and to ‘normalize’ feelings that might occur after a potentially rejected asylum case (SK 
2015b:20, 21). At this stage alleviating feelings of confusion, fear or anxiety is stated as crucial. Social 
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workers are specifically encouraged to ask the minors to reflect upon a potential rejection of asylum, 
encouraging them to self-reflect:

Do talk about how the child would react in case of a residence permit or a rejection. Encourage dialogue about how 
the child would want the adult to respond to the child in case of a rejection. (SK 2015b:20)

During stages of waiting for a decision, social workers are recommended to reassurance of the 
minors of their importance and value as individual children. If the minor’s asylum case is rejected, 
the crisis plan is proposed to be activated, and therapeutical contact to be made if necessary. In 
order to build resilience, social workers within the network are encouraged to support minors in 
coping with their feelings of emotional crisis, without acknowledging their concerns:

This is not the time for discussion but for supporting the child’s disappointment, fear, anger or lack of 
understanding for the decision (SK 2015b:201, emphasis added).

Here, minor’s truths about their reasons for migration are described as immature lack of 
understanding of reality, to be managed as emotional crisis. Attempts of suicide and abscondence 
are mentioned in the same sentence as crisis reactions. In all, the ‘process map’ encourages forming 
a network that serves to reshape the asylum process from a process of inclusion to a process of 
compliant exclusion. In the following section, the network map is presented, a technique encoura-
ging visualizations of expulsion as a securitized return to roots and relatives.

Securitizing exclusion

The network map is a technique designed to engage social workers and minors in shared visualiza-
tion of expulsion as a matter of secure return to near and dear ones. Staff at housing are instructed 
to introduce the map during the stage of waiting for a decision on residency. It is presented as an aid 
for minors in reflecting on relationship ‘resources’ both in Sweden and in a country of origin 
through drawing an ‘outer picture of an inner map’:

A good network map should give information about who the child knows and who knows each other. It can 
help in marking out both the child’s physical and emotional distance or closeness to others. The map should 
give a picture of which possibilities of support and exchanges that are available in the network and what 
alternatives there could be. The ambition is that the child should be made aware of the resources in the 
network. (SK 2015b:19)

The guidelines encourage careful monitoring of minor’s reactions, when talking about specific family 
members or the ‘home country’ may be painful and/or ‘bring about longing’ (SD 2015:18). The mapping 
of relationships is presented as an aid in sorting out feelings about personal relationships that ‘helps the 
child nuance the perception of what awaits them in the home country’ (SK 2015b:19). Representations of 
minors as minors being away from their home underlies recommendations for staff to engage the child 
in reflecting about relationships as a reconnection to a social world:

The social world of the child will manifest itself more clearly, and in a process of return, it can be made more 
visible which contacts that are available after a journey home. The network map helps the child reflect 
mindfully on positive aspects of their history. (SK 2015b:18)

Conversations on dangers of a ‘journey home’ are discouraged in favour of a focus on positive 
reunions with family and friends. The network map entails elements of normalizing ‘return’ to 
a ‘home’ as a means of sorting out private family conflicts and to reframing potential feelings of 
hopefulness for staying in Sweden into a longing for roots and origins. While the network map 
serves normalizes visualizing expulsion as secure return to home, the asylum map works as 
a continuous re-orientation of minor’s ambitions to stay in Sweden into accepting and activating 
expulsion.
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Activating exclusion-into-expulsion

The asylum map is designed as a flow chart where the asylum process is pictured in a linear time 
process, pierced by an arrow pointing forward. Working with the map is described as providing the 
minors with a mental structure of the asylum process. Staff are encouraged to provide a space for 
dialogue through regular meetings with child, complementary to meetings at the SMA, in order to 
develop an ‘understanding’ of present and future possibilities and restraints (SK 2018a:6) 
Connecting the asylum process to minor’s individual development is recommended in order to 
further minor’s emotional coherence:

By making the asylum process clear and connect it to the child’s own sensations and experiences, the ambition 
is that this tool might help the child sort out [their] impressions. The material builds on interactivity and 
participation and takes its point of departure in dialogue-based meetings grounded in the conditions of the 
individual child. (SK 2018a:8)

Social services, staff at housing and legal guardians are encouraged to provide joint information 
about the asylum process to both the minors and amongst themselves as a step-by-step process 
towards expulsion. Such provision of information is presented as a way for the minors to develop 
resources to cope with feelings of ‘disillusionment, fear and frustration’ (SK 2018a:6). Asking 
minors about the meetings at the Migration Agency is presented as a matter of enhancing the 
‘trustworthiness of information’ given by the child, engaging municipal actors in a situation 
combining empowerment and interrogation (SK2018a:13). The first step of the map encourages 
actors to engage minors in reflection on potential return immediately after arrival, through 
questions such as ‘[w]hy did you travel to Sweden?’ and ‘[w]hat do you think will happen if you 
have to go back to your home country?’ (ibid). Social workers are encouraged to help minors gain 
trust for the SMA, described as reducing ‘insecurity’ about the roles of different actors (ibid 
2018:16). In the period of waiting for return, social workers are recommended to guide the 
minor away from thoughts of a ‘personal failure’, and discuss how knowledge and experience 
gained in Sweden that ‘can be useful in the home country’ (SK 2018a:21). Suspicion that minors 
whose asylum cases are granted might not have been feeling safe enough to tell secrets are raised:

Some children say that they come from another place than they really do. Others might have a family in the 
home country even if they previously said that they don’t have anyone, or don’t keep in contact. A secret can 
be hard to carry and can make you feel bad. Talking to someone you trust can make you feel better. (SK 
2018a:8.)

The asylum map entails more explicit elements of interrogation and policing than the other techni-
ques. The truths told by the minors themselves are consistently placed under suspicion. Policing is 
however embedded in concern for minor’s being burdened by their own ‘secrets’ and in need of support 
to discover that telling the alleged truth about relationships and origins would be in their best interest, in 
line with the logic that self-expulsion would be a healthy and sensible choice for these minors.

Conclusion: re-orienting a social work of reception into a social work of radical 
exclusion

Drawing on a framework of policing and expulsion as a multilevel form of government (Foucault 
2007; Walters 2002) this article illuminates how notions of child welfare and border policing 
intersect in social work-based reception of asylum-seeking minors arriving alone into the 
Swedish reception system. The article de-constructs the ways in which elements of care and control 
of these minors are intertwined into a rationality of policed empowerment, and technologies that 
activate self-exclusion as a supposedly safe expulsion, through collaboration and care for children’s 
health and minds.

A rationality of policed empowerment positions asylum-seeking minors who arrive alone as 
emotionally lost, in need of care and correction (Foucault 2003a, 2003b). The thoughts and feelings 
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of these minors are represented as manifestations of an emotional crisis, caused by the minor’s solitary 
mobility, expectations to stay in Sweden and separation from roots (cf. Lems, Oester, and Strasser 
2019). Their desires to seek asylum on their own is represented as causing emotional aimlessness, to be 
cared for, developed and reshaped (cf. Rosen, Crafter, and Meetoo 2019). Discussing the minor’s own 
reasons for migration is consistently discouraged, through arguments of childhood as an a-political 
stage in life (cf. Crawley 2011; cf. Lind 2020) and the risk of stirring up negative emotions. Asylum 
seeking is described in therapeutical terms, where a rejected asylum case is compared to a psychiatric 
diagnosis. Resistance to expulsion is individualized as symptoms of developmental and traumatic 
crisis (cf. Wernesjö 2012). The social services, staff at housing, legal guardians are recommended to 
invite minors to reflect jointly on the asylum process as a process of emotional development towards 
empowered self-exclusion. Staff at housings are recommended to initiate collaboration and informa-
tion sharing, and engage the minors in continuous reflection on return to roots as a meaningful and 
safe alternative to the crisis of asylum-seeking. Legal guardians are recommended to detach themselves 
emotionally, and collaborate with other actors, even if it compromises their role as stand in parents for 
the minors. The social services are given a role where their authority over the child’s welfare is to be 
used to gather information to enable expulsion. Alliances with minors not secured by collaboration are 
represented as emotionally harmful. Three techniques are provided that work to reshape asylum- 
seeking into a process of crisis, securitize expulsion as return to roots and activate expulsion through 
collaborative correction of the minor’s truths and experiences.

As border policing increases in Europe and Sweden, public representations of migration as a crisis for 
the welfare state has emerged, compromising ideals of inclusion and solidarity (cf. Sager and Öberg 2017; 
cf. Neergaard and Dahlstedt 2019). The merging of care and policing in the policy case studied in this 
article legitimates a policed empowerment of desires for inclusion of asylum-seeking minors arriving on 
their own, through framing these expectations as the cause of an emotional crisis for children alone on the 
move (cf. Lems, Oester, and Strasser 2019; cf. Crawley 2011). Representations of minors as harmed by 
their desires of to migrate alone (cf. Andersen, 2012; cf. Lind and Persdotter 2017) normalizes collabora-
tion on expulsion as benevolent care (cf. Holmlund 2021), vulnerabilising the rights of minors (cf. Lind 
2019). A rationality of individualized self-development and re-attachment to roots sanctions collaborative 
policing of truths and minds, guised as child welfare (cf. Chaib 2018). Although effects might turn out 
differently, this case study shows how a combination of neo-liberal empowerment and policing 
encourages a child welfare regime of radical exclusion. Social work reception centred on activating self- 
expulsion of minors may compromise professional social work ethics, violate the integrity of legal 
guardians and turn staff at housings into everyday police. More studies are needed to investigate how 
the policy plays out on a grassroot level, and the potentials for resistance.

Note

1. The knowledge platform entails various perspectives and methods described as a tool-box. For example, 
a method developed for children in war situations is provided. There is an overall focus on the importance of 
close relationships in a familiar environment. It has affinities with an attachment perspective as formulated by 
Bowlby (1969), placing importance on close bonds above outside surroundings.
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