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Helping Children and Families in War Zones
Worldwide, over 1.5 billion people have been affected or are being affected by war. Without a doubt, children are the most innocent and vulnerable victims of war. They suffer not just from the obvious physical dangers but also from the psychological effects of war. The experiences of war leave children at a high risk for the development of emotional and behavioral problems. Today I want to discuss how people are reaching out to give psychological support to families and children who have been affected by war. 

	But, first of all, let me tell you how I became interested in this subject. In 2012, I was a first-year PhD student at the School of Psychological Sciences at the University of Manchester. Like many of you here, I watched the crisis in Syria on TV. But for me, the war was much more personal. My family is from Syria, and although I had moved to England before the war started, many of my family members were still in Syria when the war began. Some of them have died in the war, and, unfortunately, several of them were killed in really terrible ways. When I turned on my TV from the safety of England and watched what was happening in my home country, what bothered me most were scenes of frightened people, especially scared children. I am a mother of two curious children. They were five and six years old when the war began in 2012, and as is normal for those ages, they asked lots and lots of questions, and expected real, convincing answers. So I began to wonder what it might be like to raise my children in a war zone or a refugee camp. 

	As I wondered about this, a question that I wanted to research came to mind. As a child psychologist, I had learned that we can equip parents with skills in caring for their children that can improve their children’s lives. We call this parent training. The question I wanted to research was whether parent training programs could be useful for families in refugee camps. Could we reach these families with advice that would help them care for their children? I approached my PhD supervisor with the idea of using my academic skills to educate families in war zones. She agreed to let me research whether parent-training programs could be useful for families in these difficult situations.

As a result, for the past five years my colleagues and I have been learning how to support families directly affected by war. To know how to help these families support their children, the first step must be to ask them what they're struggling with, right? That seems obvious, but often we don’t ask questions to people we're trying to support. Many times we just assume we know exactly the right thing that's going to help someone without asking them what problems they are actually facing. So, in order to do this first step correctly, I travelled to refugee camps in Syria and Turkey, and I asked lots of questions and, most importantly, listened. Mothers told me about their struggles. They especially told me about what they saw in their children: the sadness, the depression, their kids’ fears of going to bed because of bad dreams and nightmares. These families had experienced what I had only been watching on TV. The mothers felt that they desperately needed support to deal with the depression and fear of sleeping that their children were dealing with. 

The next step was to learn who could train parents to give their children the support that they needed. What I found amazing was that these families were so motivated to support their children, but what I found incredibly sad was that there was so little help available. Parents were trying to seek support from refugee camp teachers. They also tried to get help from medical doctors. But sadly, these attempts are almost always useless. Refugee camp doctors are almost always too busy trying to meet physical needs, and teachers in these camps have so many students that they cannot even meet the kids’ academic needs, so neither group could train parents to meet their children’s psychological needs. 

After learning that doctors and teachers at refugee camps could not train parents to meet psychological needs, we decided to take action and try to support these families. Because of the huge number of Syrian refugees, it was clear that we could never personally support each family. So, how could just a few people give training to a large number of families? After hours of speaking to refugee camp workers, someone suggested the innovative idea of distributing parenting information brochures together with bread.  We thought this was a great idea, so we simply handed out two pieces of paper with the bread that was distributed to refugee families. The first piece of paper was a parenting information brochure that had basic information explaining what the children might be experiencing. It also included suggestions for parents; these were simple pieces of advice such as spend extra time talking to your child, show your child more love during this difficult time, and be extra patient with your child. We chose simple suggestions, like talking with children more and showing them extra love and patience during this difficult time, because we wanted to give advice that every parent could easily follow. 

The second piece of paper we included with the bread was a questionnaire. We managed to give out 3,000 of these surveys in one day. What was incredible was that we had a 60 percent response rate. I don't know how many of you are researchers, but that kind of response rate is fantastic. 6 out of 10 of the 3,000 families filled out the questionnaires. That great response rate really highlighted how important these messages were to the families. The families not only filled out the surveys but also wrote hundreds of notes, mostly positive and encouraging ones. The most common message was, "Thank you for not forgetting about us and our children." The fact that we had done a simple thing like include a brochure and a survey with their bread was important to many families. When we followed up a couple of months later, many families told us they had found the simple advice really useful and it had made a significant difference for them. Their positive response illustrates that it is possible to deliver psychological first aid to families, and that they are eager to give feedback so that we can serve them better. 

To conclude, I want to emphasize the huge effect that supporting and training parents of refugee families has. There are 1.5 billion people affected by armed conflict, and there are 15 million refugees. By improving support for parents in these families, it is possible to weaken the link between war and psychological difficulties for children and their families. Together, let’s think of more creative ways to support these 15 million refugees, so the children in these families can have a bright future. Let’s especially work together to support and train parents who are trying to help their kids through these difficult experiences. Thank you!
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