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1 • A TRI- PILL ARED APPROACH 
TO STUDYING  CHILDREN 
AND FAMILIES AFFECTED  
BY WAR, MIGRATION,  
AND DISPL ACEMENT
MY R I A M  D E N O V,  C L A U D I A  M I TC H E L L ,  
A N D  M A R J O R I E  R A B I A U

Armed conflicts continue to wreak havoc on  children, young  people, 
and families around the world, with profound effects.1 In 2017, 420 million 
 children— nearly one in five— were living in conflict- affected areas, an increase 
of 30 million from the previous year (Save the  Children, 2019). Many of  these 
 children are killed, injured, orphaned, separated from  family, and recruited into 
armed groups. In 2021,  children in armed conflict suffered a high number of grave 
violations. The United Nations (UN) verified 23,982 grave violations, of which 
22,645  were committed in 2021, and 1,337  were committed  earlier but verified 
only in 2021.2 Violations affected 19,165  children (13,633  boys, 5,242  girls, 290 
sex unknown) (UN, 2022). In addition, the COVID-19 pandemic exacerbated 
 children’s precarity in armed conflict  because, according to the UN (2021), the 
pandemic not only hindered monitors’ ability to verify reports of violations 
against  children due to lockdowns and mobility restrictions but also reported “an 
increase in vio lence since the outbreak of the pandemic” (Sapiezynska, 2021, 
p.  25). According to the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees’ 
(UNHCR) annual Global Trends report, by the end of 2021,  those displaced by 
war, vio lence, persecution, and  human rights abuses stood at 89.3 million, up 
8  percent from the previous year, and well over double the figure of ten years ago 
(UNHCR, 2022). The Rus sian invasion of Ukraine— causing the fastest and one 
of the largest forced displacement crises since World War II— and other emer-
gencies, from Africa to the Middle East and beyond, pushed the figure past 
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100 million (UNHCR, 2022). As we write this introduction, millions of  children 
and families are attempting to flee war and vio lence in Ukraine. The United 
Nations indicates that at least 12 million  people have fled their homes— more 
than 5 million have left for neighboring countries, while 7 million  people are still 
thought to be displaced inside Ukraine itself (BBC, 2022). According to UNI-
CEF,  children make up half of all refugees from the war in Ukraine, with more 
than 1.1 million of  these  children having arrived in Poland, and hundreds of 
thousands also arriving in Romania, Moldova, Hungary, Slovakia, and the 
Czech Republic (UNICEF, 2022).

The recent surge in war- induced migration, referred to as a “global refugee 
crisis” (Niemann & Zaun, 2018), has made migration a highly politicized issue 
(Khan et al., 2016) with host countries facing unique challenges. In addition, we 
know from research related to asylum- seeking families that it is vital to think 
about  children and families in relation to what it means to stay together, what it 
means for parents to be separated from their  children, and the kinds of everyday 
tensions that emerge when  people are living in dangerous, insecure, and precari-
ous circumstances (Blanchet- Cohen et al., 2019). As a result of the deleterious 
impact of war and displacement on families, communities and the overall soci-
etal social fabric, research suggests that strengthening families and communities 
surrounding the child contributes to their healthy development and well- being 
(Punamäki et al., 2017).

During the past several de cades, international concern and scholarly attention 
have increased in relation to  children and families affected by armed conflict 
(Cardeli et al., 2018; Cummings et al., 2017). Vital research has examined  children’s 
experiences, needs, and rights violations in the heat of conflict (Bennouna et al., 
2020; Miller & Jordans, 2016). Research has also examined  children’s lives in the 
postwar period, including the impact of war on  children,  children’s coping with 
war- related trauma (Betancourt et  al., 2020; Kadir et  al., 2019; Punamäki et  al., 
2017), and the creation of effective postwar  mental health interventions (Fine & 
Augustinavicius, forthcoming; Crombach et al., 2017; Wessells, 2017). Given the 
impor tant links between war and displacement, research has also addressed 
the impact of war- induced migration on  children and families (Fazel & Betan-
court, 2018; Newnham et al., 2018; Sangalang & Vang, 2017).

The lit er a ture has made significant contributions to the field and raised interna-
tional awareness of the impact of war on  children. However, recent scholarship 
has called for an overhaul of how researchers study  children and families affected 
by war and migration, revealing three impor tant shortcomings.  These relate to a 
variety of concerns, including the following:

The lack of child participation in the research
The tendency for researchers to study  children in isolation from their larger socio- 

ecological context
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The methods used to study  children and families affected by war and migration, 
and their ethical implications

In relation to participation, despite provisions in the UN Convention on 
the Rights of the Child that  children hold fundamental participation rights, 
scholarly inquiry, and the design of ser vices rarely incorporate child participa-
tion (King, 2018). Reflecting conventional notions of power and “expert 
knowledge,” traditional social science research has contributed to  children’s 
marginalization by using methods and approaches that regard them as mere 
objects of research, rather than active participants (Denov & Cadieux Van 
Vliet, 2021). Traditional research approaches have also tended to explore the 
lives of war- affected  children in isolation from their families and communities 
(Boothby, 2008). Fazel and Betancourt (2018) have argued that research on 
war- affected  children should incorporate knowledge of risk and protective 
 factors at each level of the child’s socio- ecological system. To understand the 
complexity of  children’s lives, researchers cannot study  children in isolation; 
they must incorporate the views of  family and community within a child’s 
social context that profoundly influence their long- term well- being (Wessells 
& Kostelny, 2013).

Given the ethical complexities and dilemmas inherent to research with war and 
migration- affected populations, researchers have articulated the need to develop 
novel methods of data collection that allow participants to represent their experi-
ences of war in contexts of reduced stress, thus endorsing arts- based methods that 
have been deemed effective in this vein (Mitchell et  al., 2019; Yohani, 2008; 
Lenette, 2019).

Fi nally, scholars have also called for a renewal regarding substantive issues. 
A  great deal of past research centered on  children’s maladaptive, antisocial be hav-
ior in the aftermath of war, as well as negative physical and  mental health outcomes 
(Stark & Wessells, 2013). While providing impor tant insights into the well- being 
of  children facing adversity, scholarship may inadvertently reinforce popu lar dis-
courses of war- affected populations as inherently victimized, pathological, and at 
risk (Kidron et al., 2019). This often overlooks their capacities, adaptability, and 
resilience, which have become increasingly developed areas of research and prac-
tice, especially with regards to war- affected  children (Lenz, 2017). Moreover, it has 
been argued that issues of gender require more attention, particularly the ways in 
which the experiences and needs of girls and young  women differ from  those of 
boys and young men (Coulter, 2009). In terms of ser vice provision, a tendency 
has been to rely on approaches developed in the Global North to respond to 
 mental health needs, emphasizing psychopathology and psychotherapy. This ten-
dency may inappropriately pathologize  children and frequently overlooks the 
importance of context, culture, and power relations (Shenoda et al., 2018; Betan-
court et al., 2013; Hassan et al., 2015).
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setting a new agenda for work with  
war- affected  children, young  people, and  
their families
The vari ous concerns already noted call for, we argue, the setting of a new agenda 
for research and practice that not only recognizes the significance of novel 
approaches to drawing on the voices of war- affected  children, young  people, and 
their families but also seeks to deepen an understanding of the complexities of the 
issues across time, place, and po liti cal situations. Typically, the lit er a ture on war- 
affected  children and young  people locates and analyzes them in a single context, 
such as  children’s everyday lives in the  middle of a war or conflict zone; families 
in transit and often living in temporary shelters or refugee camps; or families in 
resettlement settings, sometimes in the Global South and sometimes in the Global 
North. Yet, in escaping vio lence and in search of safety and security,  children and 
families cross borders, bringing with them the complexity of the past, as well as 
having to face the precarity of the  future. Juliet Perumal (2013) provides a detailed 
ethnography of refugee teachers originating from conflict zones in vari ous parts of 
Africa.  These teachers are conducting classes for refugee  children in the late after-
noons in a welcoming school in Johannesburg, South Africa, and Perumal’s work 
highlights some of the complexities for both adults and  children. As she points 
out, every one, the teachers and the  children, lives a precarious existence, which 
has an impact on everyday interactions in the classroom. However, as she also 
describes it, a type of African xenophobia may place war- affected  children and 
their families in a social context where they are not truly welcome. In the context 
of resettlement in the Global North, researchers, teachers, or social workers may 
lack understanding of what it means to have left life in a war zone or camp setting, 
or the longing for home, albeit in diff er ent ways. We therefore acknowledge and 
emphasize that context  matters; the realities and experiences of  children, young 
 people, and families living in a conflict zone may differ from  those of  people living 
in refugee camps or who have resettled in a new context as asylum seekers.  These 
unique situations and contexts must be considered when conducting research and 
developing and implementing effective policy and programming responses.

collective research
The many issues and contexts just noted have deeply influenced calls for renewal 
in the content and direction of our collective research. Our research group, 
Global Child McGill (https:// www . mcgill . ca / globalchild) located in the School 
of Social Work of McGill University, Montreal, Canada, is dedicated to the 
study of  children and families affected by war and migration in Canada and inter-
nationally. Founded and led by Myriam Denov, we are a group of Canadian- 
based researchers representing seven disciplines: social work, law, psychiatry, 
education, communications, psy chol ogy, and applied  human sciences. We also 
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draw on research across many diff er ent contexts, including work with child sol-
diers; with  children and young  people in postconflict settings, such as Rwanda, 
Sierra Leone, and northern Uganda; with young  people in refugee camps in  Kenya; 
in traumatic settings in relation to sexual and gender- based vio lence in rural South 
Africa; as well as on the groundwork in Montreal, Canada. To address the calls 
for renewal, our team joined forces to advance theory, create innovative meth-
ods, and develop effective practice models through three research axes: socio- 
ecological, participatory, and arts based. Our research group is designed to ignite 
a culture of collaboration and multidisciplinarity, and researchers and students in 
our group have been linked to one of the axes, based on their interest and exper-
tise. The Socio- ecological Axis has incorporated  family and community in 
research on war- affected  children. The Participatory Axis has explored how youth 
can be actively involved in research as coresearchers. The Arts- Based Axis has 
examined how research methods using art can yield power ful data in contexts of 
reduced stress.

In our collective work over the past ten years, within each of the axes, we began 
to raise what might be described as “productive unknowing” questions, pro cesses 
where we are “dwelling in the imaginative space” (Vasudevan, 2011, p. 1157) between 
what we know and  don’t know:

• Why are arts- based, participatory, and socio- ecological approaches signifi-
cant in work with  children and families affected by war, displacement, and 
migration?

• What are the strengths of  these approaches?
• What are their limitations?
• How can they contribute to innovations in our understanding and support of 

 children and families affected by war, displacement, and migration?

This “stepping back pro cess,” as we termed it (Akesson et al., 2014), provided us 
with an opportunity to look anew at some of the challenges and opportunities 
that are unique to participatory, arts- based, and socio- ecological approaches. In 
the following sections, we address some of the areas that we have undertaken and 
discuss the relevance of our framework for questions raised in this edited volume.

Axis 1: Socio- ecological Approaches
A socio- ecological approach begins with the notion that  children cannot be con-
sidered, or studied, in isolation from their surrounding context (Shevell & Denov, 
2021). Socio- ecological approaches de- emphasize the individual as the sole focus 
of research and practice and instead consider a “child’s well- being from an indi-
vidual, familial, social, cultural and po liti cal perspective” (Tol et al., 2014, p. 200). 
Our joint work has shown that psychosocial ser vices are best provided to war- 
affected populations via holistic, culturally grounded,  family and community 
approaches (Rabiau, 2019). Our work has underscored how interventions with 
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 children in isolation are less effective than  those involving their  family and com-
munity (Denov & Shevell, 2019).

Axis 2: Participatory Approaches
Our joint research on participatory approaches has focused on youth engagement 
and worked on developing ways to involve war- affected youth in research 
design and as coresearchers (Denov et  al., 2017). Beginning with youth advisory 
groups, which expanded to youth collecting, analyzing, and disseminating data 
in our joint proj ects in Québec, Rwanda, South Africa, Uganda, and Vietnam, have 
addressed the challenges and opportunities of engaging youth as coresearchers 
and how this is best achieved (Blanchet- Cohen et  al., 2019). Using participatory 
approaches, we also collected data from war- affected youth in Canada, Uganda, and 
Rwanda. Drawing on their voices, we sought to deepen understanding of  children’s 
rights violations in war and migration and identified their education and health 
needs on resettlement to Québec (Blanchet- Cohen & Denov, 2015; Blanchet- Cohen 
et al., 2017; Buccitelli & Denov, 2019; Denov & Blanchet- Cohen, 2016).

Axis 3: Arts- Based Approaches
Arts- based research approaches use the artistic pro cess and artistic expression as a 
primary way of understanding and examining experiences by both researchers 
and participants (McNiff, 2008). Contributing to methodological innovations, we 
developed and then “tested” arts- based methods. In Uganda, we used drawing and 
mask- making to enable  children born of war time rape to depict their postwar real-
ities (Green & Denov, 2019). In Rwanda, youth born of genocidal rape used life 
maps to represent their lives and experiences (Denov & Shevell, 2021). In joint 
proj ects in Canada, South Africa,  Kenya, and Vietnam, we used photovoice and 
participatory video, where cameras and other devices  were provided to marginal-
ized youth to document their experiences (Mitchell et  al., 2016; Mitchell et  al., 
2017; Denov et al., 2012).

collaboration and the tri- pillared approach
Team members of each individual axis have met regularly over the past ten years 
to collaborate and conduct joint studies. The entire team, including all axes, meets 
several times per year to pre sent work and exchange and plan  future endeavors. At 
 these collective meetings, axes have shared their activities, accomplishments, and 
challenges, noting cross- cutting themes that are relevant to all axes. Through this 
collaborative work, we have realized the impor tant need for axis integration. For 
example, many arts- based approaches are inherently participatory, while some 
participatory approaches use art and vari ous visual tools, highlighting their inter-
section and complementarity. However, to date, few, if any, efforts have been made 
to merge all three into one potent and commanding framework. In response, our 
research group has attempted to examine each approach in isolation as well as how 
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the three approaches are inherently interconnected, through what Denov (2015) 
has referred to as a tri- pillared approach. This tri- pillared approach attempts to 
unify the strengths of participatory, arts- based, and socio- ecological approaches 
and shows how converging  family, community, participation and art can improve 
the quality of research and interventions for  children affected by war, migration, 
and displacement. The axes have worked closely together to nourish each other. 
For example, the participatory axis informs the arts- based axis of best practices in 
both research and intervention, while the socio- ecological axis reminds the other 
axes of the importance of having a  family and community lens in both research 
and interventions.

about this book
This book draws on what we have learned through our collaborative undertakings 
and highlights the unique features of each approach, also demonstrating their col-
lective strength, as well as their limitations and ethical implications. Building on 
work across the Global South and the Global North, this book aims to deepen an 
understanding of the tri- pillared approach and the potential for contributing to 
improved practices in working with war- affected  children, young  people, and their 
families. We recognize, however, that offering fixed definitions and categories as 
they relate to this population, such as “ children” and “youth,” in school and out of 
school, or categories such as preschool, very young adolescents, and early adoles-
cents can be highly problematic and are dependent on cultural norms and con-
text. Moreover,  children affected by war and migration often have interrupted 
schooling, and issues of language and culture may intervene. While much of the 
work described in the chapters in this book is with  children and young  people 
aged 18 years and  under, wherever pos si ble contributors have tried to indicate how 
they have arrived at the categories they themselves use. Several of the chapters 
deal specifically with ser vices provided by schools and so, in a sense, are already 
contained in relation to a par tic u lar age. To highlight and acknowledge the multi-
ple contexts in which  children and families find themselves, the vari ous chapters 
also address the experiences of  children, young  people, and families in active war 
zones,  those in refugee camps, and  those who have resettled to countries in the 
Global North and Global South.

Some of our Canadian contributors have been part of Global Child McGill, 
while  others are researchers and prac ti tion ers from a variety of international con-
texts, including the United States, United Kingdom, Colombia, Sierra Leone, 
Syria, South Africa, and Ukraine. Regardless of their affiliation, contributors in 
this collection share a vision and goal to both enhance and unify the three 
approaches (socio- ecological, participatory, and arts based). Collaboration and 
partnership, then, are particularly relevant to this type of work. As such, we see 
collaboration as a thematic consideration in and of itself. Many of the chapters 
have emerged from collaborative, interdisciplinary, and international teamwork, 



8 M .  Denov,  C .  M itchell ,  and M .  R abiau

something that we are advocating in relation to advancing work with war- affected 
young  people that is meant to be transformative. For this reason, in most of the 
chapters,  there are several authors, giving voice and recognition to multiple play-
ers and collaborators.

This book is divided into three main sections: (1) Socio- ecological approaches, 
(2) participatory approaches, and (3) arts- based approaches. While we acknowl-
edge from the outset the overlaps between the sections, especially between par-
ticipatory and arts- based approaches, we have presented them as separate sections 
in recognition of their very strong disciplinary frameworks and foundations. Each 
section includes a conceptual examination of the approach, alongside empirical 
case studies. More specifically, each of the three sections begins with an overarch-
ing synthesis chapter, outlining what we see as the current state of the art on each 
approach. The state- of- the- art chapter in each section is then followed by several 
chapters that highlight empirically based work exemplifying the key themes “on 
the ground.”

Part I: Socio- ecological Approaches
The first section of the book explores socio- ecological approaches to practice with 
 children and families affected by war and migration. The section opens with a 
review of the current state of the art of socio- ecological approaches with war- 
affected populations, with chapter 2, “Unlearn and Deconstruct to Collaboratively 
Build a Sense of Well- Being around  Children Affected by War: A  Family and 
Community Approach,” by authors Marjorie Rabiau, Myriam Denov, and Karen 
Paul. The authors argue that to collaboratively build a sense of well- being around 
 children affected by war, researchers and ser vice providers must use a plethora of 
lenses, including a socio- ecological model or  family and community approach; 
acknowledge the importance of context and culture; and consider the intersec-
tionality of identities at multiple stages of the migration pro cess. Moreover, they 
argue that using  these lenses  will require unlearning and deconstructing some 
preconceived ideas and assumptions as individual researchers and prac ti tion ers 
but also as organ izations. Chapter 3, the second chapter of the socio- ecological 
approaches section, is “A Case for Preser vice Teachers Reflexively Engaging in 
Work with War- Affected  Children in Canadian Schools,” written by Nagui Demian 
and Claudia Mitchell. The chapter examines the importance of schools as critical 
settings of psychosocial support for war- affected young  people. The chapter high-
lights the role teachers can play in contributing  toward a caring and trusting envi-
ronment in the classroom and the challenges in preparing teachers through 
preser vice teacher education programs. Chapter 4, the third chapter in the sec-
tion, is “The Thunder of War Is Much Less Heard: Engaging Young  People and 
Older Adults to Restore Social Cohesion in the Midst of Crisis in Eastern 
Ukraine.” The authors, Karen Paul, Inka Weissbecker, Katie Mullins, and Andrew 
Jones explore the unique vulnerabilities and capabilities of young  people and 
older adults in war- affected contexts, offering a wider lens to the socio- ecological 
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approach moving from the  family, to the school, to the community. Using a case 
study from International Medical Corps programs in eastern Ukraine, they advo-
cate for the value in youth engaging with older adults in community- based pro-
gramming in strengthening the social fabric of communities in the midst of war. 
Fi nally, the section on socio- ecological approaches closes with chapter  5, “Best 
Practices for  Children and Their Families in Postconflict Settings: A Culturally 
Informed, Strength- Based  Family Therapy Model.” Authors Sharon Bond and Jas-
want Guzder are critical of the traditional narrow, individualistic focus on war- 
affected  children that ignores the  family and broader social environments. This 
includes the use of Western models of the biological nuclear  family to apply to 
war- affected families that have experienced  family loss and social dislocation. The 
chapter describes systemic and  family therapy approaches to survivors of conflict- 
affected regions, ultimately recommending the application of culturally informed, 
strength- based  family therapy.

Part II: Participatory Approaches
The second section of the book investigates the use of participatory approaches 
with young  people and families affected by war and migration. In chapter 6, the 
opening state- of- the- art chapter, “Navigating Participatory Research with  Children 
Affected by Armed Conflict: Conceptual, Methodological, and Ethical Concerns,” 
authors Neil Bilotta, Ma ya Fennig, Myriam Denov, Alusine Bah, and Ines Marchand 
describe participatory research as promoting the generation of knowledge, rather 
than its extraction, through a merging of academic and local knowledge to provide 
marginalized groups with tools for analyzing their life condition. Participatory 
approaches flip the script on traditional research paradigms by transforming par-
ticipants from passive objects of research into active agents in a mutually reinforc-
ing partnership with researchers. In chapter 7, the second chapter in this section, 
“The Right to Be Heard in Research: Participatory Research Ethics in Kakuma 
Refugee Camp,” authors Neil Bilotta and Myriam Denov explore research partici-
pation from the voices and perspectives of refugee young  people living in Kakuma 
refugee camp,  Kenya. The chapter reveals key insights into research ethics in con-
ducting participatory research with war- affected populations. The authors high-
light participants’ previous research experiences and how  these have fostered overall 
feelings of disenchantment. In light of the findings, the chapter addresses partici-
pants’ two key areas of research recommendations for  future research in Kakuma, 
with implications for participatory research with young  people in other regions of 
the world. Chapter  8, “Ethical Tensions in Participatory Research with Queer 
Young  People from Refugee Backgrounds: Critiquing a Code of Ethics,” is coau-
thored by EJ Milne, Churnjeet Mahn, Mayra Guzman, Farhio Ahmed, and anony-
mous members of RX, a collective of young  people from refugee backgrounds 
living in the United Kingdom. The chapter critically reflects on the ethical ten-
sions and paradoxes inherent in using a written code of ethics. This includes the 
politics of using written texts, in honoring traditions when they are multiple and 
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contradictory, and the question of who “owns” an agreement when the original 
creators have moved, died, or been replaced by  people with differing worldviews. 
The final chapter in this section, chapter  9, is “An Arts- Based Participatory 
Approach to Research with Mi grant Young  People in South Africa,” by Glynis 
Clacherty and Thea Shahrokh. Drawing on participatory research with  children 
and young  people in South Africa, Clacherty and Shahrokh demonstrate how 
arts- based methodologies can support young  people in regaining control in their 
lives through artistic pro cesses. The chapter highlights the overlap and intercon-
nectedness of participatory approaches and arts- based approaches addressed 
further in Part III.

Part III: Arts- Based Approaches
The third section of this book explores the use of arts- based approaches with 
 children and families affected by war and migration. The section opens with chap-
ter 10, “Arts- Based Research Innovations in Work with War- Affected  Children and 
Youth: A Synthesis,” an examination of the current state of the art of arts- based 
approaches, particularly in their application with  children and young  people 
and populations affected by war and migration. In this review of the lit er a ture, 
authors Warren Linds, Miranda D’Amico, Myriam Denov, Claudia Mitchell, and 
Meaghan Shevell outline the approach and highlight both benefits and challenges 
of how diff er ent arts media can be used as a platform for expression. They demon-
strate how arts- based approaches can achieve therapeutic, restorative, and empow-
ering benefits by offering a nonverbal form of communicating and accessing 
traumatic memories or by acting as a catalyst for activism and self- advocacy. How-
ever, the authors also urge critical reflection on the ethical challenges in using arts- 
based approaches with war- affected youth. This synthetic chapter is followed by 
chapter 11, Miranda D’Amico’s “Creative Arts Therapies in School- Based Interven-
tions with  Children and Youth Affected by War,” which covers creative arts thera-
pies (art,  music, drama) as interventions with  children and youth in the aftermath 
of war and displacement, referring primarily to  children in resettlement contexts. 
In chapter 12, “Drawing to Be Seen and Heard: A Critical Analy sis of Girls’ Draw-
ings in Three Refugee Camps,” Fatima Khan provides a gendered analy sis of girls’ 
drawings in contexts of war, revealing key themes, patterns, narratives, and socio-
cultural barriers. This chapter emphasizes the importance of understanding and 
interpreting  children’s drawings as a methodology that recognizes  children’s agency 
and voice rather than images waiting to be consumed as simply aesthetic experi-
ences or illustrations in a technical report. Chapter  13, the final chapter, “Young 
 People with Refugee Experiences as Authors and Artists of Picture Books” by April 
Mandrona, EJ Milne, Thea Shahrokh, Michaelina Jakala, Mateja Celestina, Leesa 
Hamilton, and Claudia Mitchell, follows and examines a participatory arts- based 
proj ect, For Us, By Us, with resettling refugee  children in Halifax, Canada, and 
Coventry, United Kingdom. The proj ect developed innovative approaches to rep-
resenting and analyzing refugee  children’s unique artistic and narrative voices.
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overarching themes
Throughout the book  there are several other key concepts and themes that are 
unique to this collection and stand out as features of con temporary work in social 
research. First, we highlight unlearning as an impor tant theme that has emerged in 
our collective work and the collective voices noted  earlier. As is highlighted 
in chapter 2, the complexity of situations of  children and families,  whether during 
armed conflict, in refugee camps, during flight or migration, or upon resettlement 
to a new context, requires unique reflection and accountability for researchers and 
prac ti tion ers. We argue that  there is an impor tant need for researchers, policy 
makers, and ser vice providers,  whether they are local, national, or international, to 
unlearn and deconstruct some preconceived ideas regarding  family,  mental health, 
well- being, culture, resilience, and community in order to approach the work with 
 children and families from a position of humility and learning. For example, as we 
highlighted at the beginning of this chapter, the concept of  family itself needs to 
be unpacked and deconstructed in order to ensure that it accurately reflects the 
unique contexts and cultures. For  children and families affected by war and migra-
tion, loss, separation, and death may be common occurrences, requiring  children 
and families to adapt, reor ga nize, or reinvent themselves. New constellations form 
between individuals in order to re- create a sense of  family. This pro cess requires a 
critical look at our own positionality as researchers and prac ti tion ers, compelling 
us to examine the assumptions that shape our ways of being and seeing. In many 
ways, this unlearning pro cess serves to advance the vital research and scholarship 
agendas on decolonization— whereby Indigenous and non- Indigenous  peoples 
work together to dismantle the attitudes, powers, and institutions that keep prac-
tices of colonization alive (Ives et al., 2020).

Second, the theme of intersectionality is a key feature of con temporary social 
research, challenging singular conceptions of social identities and considering 
how the interplay of gender, class, race, status, sexuality, gender identity, and abili-
ties can combine to produce and frame injustice (Crenshaw, 1991). The approach 
also explores how individual experience is  shaped by structures and intersecting 
systems of oppression. In this volume, the realities of intersectionality are explored 
both explic itly and implicitly. For example, chapter  12 by Fatima Khan on the 
“seen and heard” drawings produced by girls in three refugee camps highlights 
the impact of gender and religion in deepening an understanding of oppression, 
particularly in relation to gender- based vio lence. Similarly, chapter 8 by EJ Milne 
et al. addresses ethical tensions in participatory research with queer young  people 
from refugee backgrounds and highlights the importance of unpacking intersec-
tionality in the lives of young  people affected by war and migration.

Third, culture remains a critical issue in work with war-  and migration- affected 
 children and young  people and their families. As Geertz (1973) highlights, “cul-
ture” refers to a shared system of knowledge, beliefs, values, guiding ways of being, 
seeing, be hav ior, and interrelations. Dynamic and changing, culture shapes all 
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aspects of care and intervention, influencing when, where, how, and to whom war- 
affected populations narrate their experiences of distress and healing (Kirmayer, 
2006). Beyond this, as Jones (2009, p. 296) explores, cultural literacy is a critical 
component and is essential to helping any child or  family in crisis. Thus, wherever 
pos si ble, contributors of the empirical studies in each of the three sections offer 
detailed analyses of specific populations. Authors draw from, for example, war- 
affected  children and young  people in Eastern Ukraine, Kakuma Refugee camp in 
 Kenya, Kutupalong Refugee Camp in Rohingya in Myanmar, Gasorwe and Gih-
inga Camps in the Demo cratic Republic of Congo, and Akkar Refugee Camp in 
Lebanon, which is providing refuge for thousands of Syrian refugees.

reflecting forward: the  future  
role of ethics and policy
Taken as a  whole, this collection offers a look at a range of compelling, ongoing, 
and emerging questions about the most effective ways of working with  children, 
young  people, and their families affected by conflict, as well as what has come to be 
known globally as the refugee crisis. Clearly,  there is a limit to what can be con-
tained in thirteen chapters, and with the precariousness of the po liti cal landscape, 
we recognize that  there could be newly unfolding situations— beyond the covers of 
this book— that threaten the stability of  children, young  people, and their families. 
In the final section of this chapter, then, we take a reflecting forward stance in order 
to highlight what we see as pressing concerns posed by the vari ous chapters.

the need for relational ethics in  
research and ser vice provision
One of the central themes that emerges from this book, and what we believe to be 
an ongoing concern, is the importance of ethics while working with  children and 
families affected by war and migration in a plethora of diff er ent settings. The vari-
ous chapters illustrate the ethical challenges of conducting research with this 
population, some of which are specific to participatory research and arts- based 
research. The critical lenses applied by the authors offer a number of impor tant 
lessons learned through research with this population, culminating with the con-
struct of relational ethics, an ethics embedded in interpersonal relationships based 
on mutual re spect. A first step  toward unlearning in relational ethics is decoloniza-
tion and the deconstruction of power imbalances in the research relationship. As 
 will be illustrated in many of the chapters, in research, the notion of power asym-
metries between participants and researchers and the positionality of the research-
ers need to be reflected on and rebalanced in order to “do no harm.” The concept 
of relational ethics raises multiple questions concerning the notion of account-
ability of researchers  toward the participants, the relationship between  these 
actors, and the population at large. Some of the tenets of participatory research 
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include the importance of engaging in a reciprocal relationship and the notion of 
transparency. In addition, within participatory research, promoting empower-
ment and agency is a key feature of expressing re spect as valued members of a 
team and of showing commitment not just to the participants but to their families 
and communities.

Lessons learned can and should also be applied to ser vice provision. Indeed, 
notions of power asymmetries and positionality are also very pertinent for ser vice 
providers, particularly in relation to  mental health, education, health care, and 
social work. As prac ti tion ers, the need to unlearn and deconstruct one’s precon-
ceived assumptions—to avoid projecting and imposing one’s worldview regard-
ing health, trauma, resilience, and healing—as well as to consider the complexities 
of culture and context is key. This requires embodying a stance of humility and 
self- reflexivity, both at the level of the ser vice provider and at all the other sys-
temic levels of the implementation of ser vice provision, which  will require some 
policy adjustments at higher systemic levels.

The need to work collaboratively in the development and implementation of 
ser vices is also foundational to promoting empowerment and agency in the popu-
lations for whom ser vices are being created. Reflecting participatory approaches, 
consultation, and collaboration with the population throughout the pro cess, from 
inception to postimplementation, should be a cornerstone of a collaborative 
approach. The concept of intersectionality discussed  earlier is impor tant to keep 
in mind to ensure that interests of all concerned are being represented in consulta-
tions. For example, age is an intersecting  factor, and  people throughout the age 
spectrum need to be represented, especially younger and older populations who 
are often not included. Sexual orientation and gender identity are also intersecting 
 factors that require further attention in terms of potential further marginalization 
and oppression of  children, young  people, and families affected by war and migra-
tion and to better understand how to help families, communities, and society 
move  toward affirmative support, regardless of the complexity of identities one 
carries.

An impor tant feature of ser vice provision draws on the idea of intergeneration-
ality. Intergenerational relationships should be considered as a way of strengthen-
ing families and community ties. Through the socio- ecological lens, we hope to 
introduce the need to develop relational interventions by nurturing a sense of 
belonging and connectedness as well as cohesion and agency  toward collective 
resilience and meaning- making.

what’s policy got to do with it?
Fi nally, policy dialogue and policy making are key features of ensuring the safety 
and security of war- affected  children, young  people, and their families wherever 
they find themselves. In one sense, the range of policy concerns is vast, in part 
 because of the range of countries involved and the main players and actors, from 
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global structures, such as the UNHCR, to national and provincial or state bodies. 
Some of the issues that we raise  here are inspired by the vari ous chapters, and 
 others go beyond any one chapter and respond to the new agenda that we raised 
 earlier in this chapter and indeed some of the challenges of conducting research in 
the area of  children and families affected by war and migration.

As vari ous chapters on participatory and arts- based methodologies in this 
book highlight, the idea of starting with the voices of  children and young  people 
themselves is critical. Such approaches located within the context of such formu-
lations as learning from the ground up (Choudry & Kapoor, 2010), from the 
ground up policy making (Mitchell & Moletsane, 2018), and changing methods 
(Burt & Code, 1995) are often small and once off, and rarely institutionalized 
within policy frameworks that take seriously the idea of consultation with  those 
most affected. Given the emerging body of work on the role of youth advisory 
groups and Youth- led Participatory Action Research (YPAR) in other areas of 
youth ser vices, it seems particularly appropriate to ensure that  children and young 
 people affected by war and migration have a more central voice. What would 
global, regional, national, and provincial ser vices and interventions look like if 
 there could be policy commitments to consult with  children and young  people?

Alongside such commitments, it is of course impor tant to think of the very 
specific policy arenas in which  children affected by war and migration find them-
selves. Education is a key one, particularly since schooling is often seen as playing 
a normalizing role in the lives of  children and young  people. We posit that  there is 
a  great deal to be learned by looking at education across sectors— ranging from 
Education in Emergencies in Global South contexts, to special classes and pro-
grams that are set up in the Global North. How can such types of learning be 
aligned? We note, for example, that in several of the chapters in this book  there is 
a call for closer attention to support for teachers and the offering of creative art 
therapies for war- affected  children in schools. At the same time, the realities of 
bullying and stigmatization of refugee  children suggest that  there is also a need for 
policy on how to monitor the be hav ior of  children who are already part of the host 
setting. A tragic account of a 9- year- old Syrian girl, Amal Alshteiwi, who commit-
ted suicide in Calgary, Alberta, in 2019, draws attention to the tireless bullying she 
received from classmates. Amal’s  family say that the school did  little to curtail the 
bullying, but the news account also draws attention to the precariousness of refu-
gee families who do not want to complain or make trou ble.3

As a final point, we support the idea of policies and practices that contribute to 
systematizing knowledge about  children, young  people, and their families. Given 
the vast range of terms, situations, disciplinary areas, and sectors, along with the 
state of flux of much of this work, this is no small order. As highlighted in the pro-
gram notes for the conference, “ Towards Systematic Knowledge Accumulation 
in Migration Studies,”  there is some urgency to improving the systematizing of 
knowledge.4 As the conference organizers, Geddes and Scholten, note, “The field 
of migration studies has evolved and expanded significantly. This involves not 



 A Tri-pillared Approach to Studying Children and Families 15

only a growing quantity of studies, but also growing interdisciplinarity, method-
ological differentiation, expansion in countries and regions covered, and of course 
a growing theoretical richness. However, growth is also accompanied by fragmen-
tation. While recognizing the value of academic diversity for academic dialogue, 
fragmentation can also be an impediment for systematic knowledge accumula-
tion, theory building and knowledge utilization.” Indeed, fragmentation is the 
antithesis of what is required, and we are encouraged by recent efforts by UNHCR 
in convening the first Global Refugee Forum in December 2019. The event, which 
took place in Geneva, included over 3,000 participants from vari ous sectors of 
governments, civil society, and business, and included seventy refugees. As noted 
on the Global Refugee Forum website, “The pivotal role of refugees in both pre-
paring for and participating in the forum has set an impor tant pre ce dent that we 
 will build upon for the  future. The forum demonstrated the importance of keep-
ing refugees at the center in  matters that relate to their lives and  futures.”5

We invite readers, then, to consider how the chapters that follow in and of 
themselves might support more integrated and holistic approaches to working 
with  children, young  people, and their families affected by war and migration, as 
well as what  else is needed at a policy level, at the level of implementation, and in 
relation to research. At the same time, we invite readers to consider how the fol-
lowing chapters might set the stage for a world that listens to and works to imple-
ment the voices and perspectives of  those most affected.

notes
1.  The United Nations (UN) Convention on the Rights of the Child defines a child as “ every 
 human being below 18.” The UN defines youth as “ those persons between the ages of 15 and 
24 years.”
2.  In 1999 the United Nations Security Council identified and condemned six grave violations 
against  children in times of armed conflict: (1) recruitment or use of  children in armed forces 
and armed groups; (2) killing and maiming of  children; (3) attacks on schools or hospitals; 
(4) rape or other grave sexual vio lence; (5) abduction of  children; and (6) denial of humanitarian 
access for  children.
3 .   https:// globalnews . ca / news / 5163138 / calgary - syrian - family - daughter - suicide/
4 .   http:// migrationpolicycentre . eu / docs / CrossMigrationprogramme . pdf
5 .   https:// www . unhcr . org / 5e20790e4
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2 • UNLEARN AND 
DECONSTRUCT TO 
COLL ABORATIVELY BUILD  
A SENSE OF WELL- BEING 
AROUND  CHILDREN 
AFFECTED BY WAR
A  Family and Community Approach

M A R J O R I E  R A B I A U,  MY R I A M  D E N O V,  
A N D  K A R E N  PA U L

In 2016, humanitarian actors pledged to promote the health, develop-
ment, and protection of  children and youth affected by armed conflict by signing 
the Global Compact for Young  People in Humanitarian Action.  These interna-
tional organ izations committed to prioritizing  children’s needs and rights as 
central components of ser vice provision and to meaningfully involve  children and 
youth to give them visibility, dignity, and hope (World Humanitarian Summit, 
2016). Ser vice providers, including  mental health prac ti tion ers, working with 
 children affected by war face a myriad of challenges.  These include high numbers 
of  people in need, difficulties accessing  those in need of support, protracted dis-
placement, and challenges implementing longer- term ser vices (Bennouna et al., 
2018). As a way to address some of  these challenges, increased attention has been 
given to a more comprehensive view of intervention that focuses on offering care 
for families and caregivers and strengthening communities in order to promote 
healthy child development (Bennouna et al., 2018; Save the  Children, 2018; UNICEF, 
2015). Research suggests that strengthening families and communities surround-
ing the child contributes to their healthy development and well- being despite expo-
sure to war and po liti cal vio lence (Punamäki, 2014).  There is also increased focus 
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on the need to strengthen local  human resources, overall comprehensive systems 
of care, and coordination in order to create more long- term and durable responses 
(Inter- Agency Standing Committee [IASC], 2007; Save the  Children, 2018). It is 
within this challenging but impor tant landscape that this chapter explores how 
quality ser vice provision can continue to promote healthy child development and 
well- being among  those affected by war. Notably, this chapter considers  children 
as nested within the interactions between their families and their communities. 
We posit that ser vice provision should occur with the following three key approaches 
in mind: (1) a socio- ecological perspective focused on the  family and the commu-
nity; (2) careful consideration of culture and context; and (3) employing an inter-
sectional lens in order to take into account complex power relations associated 
with race, class, gender, mobility, sexual orientation, gender identity, and other 
intersectional  factors. The implementation of  these approaches  will require adap-
tation within the diff er ent phases of the migration pro cess,  whether during war or 
displacement and upon resettlement. Moreover, the foregoing approaches may 
require prac ti tion ers to “unlearn” and “deconstruct” assumptions that have been 
taken for granted.

the three approaches
A Family/Community Approach
Researchers and prac ti tion ers maintain that psychosocial support and ser vices are 
best provided to war- affected populations through holistic, culturally grounded, 
family- based, and community- based approaches (Kostelny, 2006).  Family and com-
munity cohesion are deeply affected by war and its consequences (Betancourt & 
Khan, 2008; Weissbecker et al., 2019). Given that each child exists as part of a larger 
system, individual well- being cannot exist in de pen dently of relational well- being. 
As such, fostering  children’s well- being involves supporting families and strength-
ening communities  toward collective well- being. Relational interventions become 
key, with the most impor tant goals being nurturing a sense of belongingness, con-
nectedness, cohesion, and agency  toward building collective resilience.

The socio- ecological approach offers a useful framework to collaboratively 
build an understanding of lived experiences in order to create a sense of collective 
well- being and meaning- making for  children, families, and communities. The 
socio- ecological approach begins with the notion that  children cannot be consid-
ered or studied in isolation from their surrounding context. Socio- ecological 
approaches de- emphasize the individual as the sole focus of research and practice 
and instead consider a “child’s well- being from an individual, familial, social, cul-
tural and po liti cal perspective” (Tol et al., 2014, p. 200). The approach recognizes 
that  children’s lives and experiences are constantly  shaped and influenced by 
the systemic structures, communities, and families that encircle them, as well 
as the dynamic interactions and relationships between  these ele ments (Denov & 
Akesson, 2017). In relation to  children affected by war, vital systems— whether 
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 family, school, or peer group— are key determinants of war- affected  children’s 
developmental outcomes (Boothby et  al., 2006). When studying war- affected 
 children, multiple authors have underscored the importance of incorporating 
knowledge of the multiple and interacting  factors at each level of the child’s socio- 
ecological system (Boothby, 2008; Boothby et al., 2006). Yet  there continues to be 
an emphasis on individual maladaptive conditions (Denov & Akesson, 2017), 
which may not be relevant within the affected culture or within the broader con-
text and may disregard priority concerns within the community and ignore the 
available resources and capacities to address  these challenges. Although individ-
ual interventions can be valuable and at times necessary, a much larger lens and 
perspective are necessary to develop and implement ser vice provision for  children 
and youth affected by war.

Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) ecological model provides a road map for developing 
interventions targeted not only  toward the child or the youth but also  toward the 
multiple systems surrounding the child. Bronfenbrenner highlights that the first 
layer around the child is the microsystem, or the  people with whom the child has 
direct interactions, such as the  family and the school environment. The mesosys-
tem is the interactions between  these systems (Bronfenbrenner, 1979; Bronfen-
brenner & Ceci, 1994). The exosystem includes social structures slightly more 
removed from the child, such as neighborhood, religious institutions, and the 
like. The macrosystem is the larger cultural, po liti cal, and historical context around 
the child (Bronfenbrenner, 1979; Bronfenbrenner & Ceci, 1994). Interventions at 
all  these levels could have a strong protective impact on the well- being of  children 
affected by war (Betancourt & Khan, 2008; Boothby et al., 2006). As expressed by 
Betancourt and Khan (2008), “Restoration of a damaged social ecol ogy is funda-
mental to improving prevention and rehabilitative interventions for war- affected 
 children” (318). Interventions need to address all the levels of the socio- ecological 
systems around the child (Betancourt, Meyers- Ohki, Charrow, & Tol, 2013b). For 
example, strengthening  family cohesion and parent– child relationships can be 
very helpful, although parents’ capacity to care for their  children  will be greatly 
influenced by the stressors and supports around them (Betancourt & Khan, 
2008). Some conceptualizations of the socio- ecological model used to guide ser-
vice provision emphasize culture and society as part of the ecological model 
(Duncan & Arnston, 2004; UNICEF, 2018).

Although the socio- ecological model offers a very useful framework to concep-
tualize ser vice intervention with a much wider lens, adaptations to the model to 
further incorporate culture, context, diverse views of  family, and intersectionality 
could be helpful to better fit  today’s real ity and enhance our understanding of how 
we function as interrelated social systems.

Velez- Agosto et al. (2017) argue for a paradigm shift in how the concept of cul-
ture is operationalized in Bronfenbrenner’s socio- ecological model. Originally, it 
was conceptualized as part of the macrosystem and therefore the distal environ-
ment potentially had a homogenizing influence over all the other systems nested 
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below.  These authors propose a revision to the model in which culture plays a cen-
tral role in operationalizing the functioning of microsystems, and therefore a cen-
tral rather than distal pro cess in  human development. Although the initial model 
seems to emphasize the concept of culture as a homogenizing force, the new 
conceptualization highlights culture as diversifying the  human experience at the 
microsystemic level and permeating all levels. In a similar way, the concept of 
 family also needs a paradigm shift within the socio- ecological model to be more 
expansive and responsive to changing  family structures, considering unique views 
of  family within the culture and context.

A Culture/Contextual Approach
It is impor tant to consider how interactions between the  family and community 
are  shaped by culture and context. Ser vice provision should be culturally sensitive 
and context specific (Weissbecker et  al., 2019). As pointed out by Lynne Jones 
(2008), some of the  children’s and families’ “symptoms” can be considered nor-
mal reactions to abnormal circumstances or, at the very least, common reactions 
to stress. Pathologizing and implementing practices that might not apply in a par-
tic u lar context or culture could be more damaging than protective. Moreover, the 
pathologizing of common stress reactions has been found to be a key adverse 
effect in the implementation of interventions aimed at improving well- being 
and  mental health in  children and adolescents affected by war (Bosqui & 
Marshoud, 2018).

Jones (2008) notes that po liti cal, social, and cultural literacy is essential and 
that to help any child in crisis, one needs to understand the child’s world and their 
perspectives on it— which would include culture and context. “Culture” describes 
a shared social system of knowledge, beliefs, values, and assumptions, continu-
ously guiding and shaping our be hav ior and our interrelations (Geertz, 1973; 
Kroeber & Kluckhohn, 1952). Culture gives meaning, acting as a prism through 
which we not only perceive but also make sense of the world around us. As such, 
culture plays a prominent role in how individuals conceptualize and experience 
illness, trauma, healing, and coping. Both the nature of the event and the socio- 
cultural po liti cal context in which it occurs  will affect the way  children and fami-
lies respond. As Jones (2008) succinctly asserts, “context  matters” (296). Yet it is 
not uncommon that universal (generalized) responses are used from one context 
to the next, often not tailored to the unique country and culture. As an example, in 
their review of the  mental health and psychosocial well- being of war- affected 
Syrians, Hassan et al. (2015) demonstrate that ser vices aimed to mitigate experi-
ences of illness and promote psychosocial well- being must be tailored to the par-
tic u lar culture and context of clientele in order to have effective and sustainable 
impacts. In their work with war- affected Syrians, careful consideration was given 
to individual expressions and idioms (e.g., of distress, of the self, of well- being/
health) specific to the Syrian context. This included the interconnectedness of 
somatic (body) and psychological (soul) symptoms, the use of specific meta phors 
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to explain and express suffering, and a sociocentric and cosmocentric conceptual-
ization of the self. While specific to Syrian cultural frameworks, much can be learned 
from their consideration of local idioms of distress to recognize the many ways 
 people experience illness. Granting specific considerations to cultural systems of 
knowledge and contextualized explanatory models of illness is essential in deliv-
ering appropriate ser vices, as they have critical implications for help- seeking 
be hav ior, treatment expectations and concerns, and coping.

Interventions thus need to be context specific to be meaningful to  those 
directly affected by them. Culturally syntonic approaches have been found to be 
more engaging than treatment models imported from the Global North (Betan-
court & Khan, 2008). Local explanatory models of health, well- being, and illness, 
as well as cultural idioms of distress can be used to inform cultural adaptations of 
treatment methods (Brown et al., 2017; Rabiau, 2019). Concepts of well- being and 
illness are influenced by language and culture. In some cultures, “ mental illness” 
may translate to “craziness” or “madness”. Language carries impor tant meaning, and, 
when used inappropriately, it can lead to negative connotations and stigma and 
therefore greatly affect access to ser vices (Weissbecker et al., 2019). It is essential 
to give voice to community members  because only they can provide appropriate 
meaning and context. Interventions are most effective if they are seen as meaning-
ful by the  people they are meant to help. In terms of increasing accessibility, con-
sulting the community, including regarding logistical  factors, such as con ve nient 
location for ser vice delivery, has been found to be an impor tant  factor in the effec-
tiveness of the ser vices (Brown et  al., 2017). When discussing well- being, it is 
impor tant to ask, What does “well- being” mean? In whose eyes? Working in tan-
dem with the population, including the  children, the families, and the community 
to understand such meanings is thus paramount.

An Intersectional Approach
“Intersectionality” refers to the complex interplay between systems of oppression 
based on race, class, gender, Indigenous status, ability, religion, citizenship status, 
sexual orientation, and gender identity, which can be mutually reinforcing (Ives 
et al., 2020).  Children, youth, and  family systems are multifaceted in terms of their 
identities; therefore, a sense of belonging can come from the identification with 
more than one group. We all carry multiple identities, some more salient than 
 others, and the saliency of each identity  will also depend on the context and sur-
roundings at any par tic u lar time and place. Intersectionality thus needs to be 
taken into consideration when designing war time and postwar interventions 
 because all aspects of each person are impor tant and affect the functioning and 
the identity of the system as a  whole. Impor tant variables to take into consider-
ation are age, gender, race, gender identity, socioeconomic status, sexual orienta-
tion, and disabilities. All interventions should be designed to fight the potential 
impact of the diff er ent “- isms” in society: racism, ageism, sexism, ableism, classism, 
heterosexism, cisgenderism, and so on. Moreover, within  family systems, even if 
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members might share some aspects of their identities, such as ethnicity or reli-
gion, some facets might be more salient for some members than for  others, poten-
tially leading to intergenerational conflict. For example, levels of religiosity might 
differ among members of the same  family. Moreover, within each  family system, 
some identities are not shared. A  family may be coming from the same culture and 
have lived similar experiences in terms of war. However, the youth might not 
share the same sexual orientation or gender identity as other members of their 
 family. It is impor tant to develop interventions that are mindful and respectful of 
all facets of individuals’ identities and the interactions with the  family system and 
community. For example, when developing interventions, one should give atten-
tion to par tic u lar groups who may be more vulnerable to difficulties, such as 
 human rights abuses, or may have more difficulties accessing the necessary sup-
ports due to  these intersecting identities. Although the construct of identity has 
been used for illustration, we would like to acknowledge, as explic itly highlighted 
by Gzranka (2020), that the lens of intersectionality is much broader in scope than 
the construct of identity, as it enables an understanding of the intersection of sys-
tems of oppression and privilege, and the need to unlearn and deconstruct and 
challenge  these diff er ent systems.

unlearn and deconstruct
Given the complexity of situations among  children and families,  whether during 
armed conflict, in refugee camps, during flight or migration, or upon resettlement 
to a new context, we argue that  there is an impor tant need for ser vice providers, 
 whether they are local, national, or international, to unlearn and deconstruct 
some preconceived ideas regarding  family,  mental health, well- being, culture, 
resilience, and community in order to approach the work from a position of 
humility and learning. For example, the concept of  family itself needs to be 
unpacked and deconstructed in order to ensure that it accurately reflects the 
unique contexts and cultures. Loss, separation, and death may be common occur-
rences for  children and families affected by war, requiring the  family system to 
adapt, reor ga nize, or reinvent itself. New constellations form between individ-
uals in order to re- create a sense of  family. The concept of  family of choice 
becomes impor tant.  Family of choice is when  people lose or are cut off from their 
families of origin (for multiple and complex reasons) and subsequently build a 
new  family and key networks of support with  people they feel close to. This can 
happen in situations where many  family members have died or gone missing, such 
as during a genocide or war. A specific example is the Lost Boys of Sudan, orphans 
of the war who fled to neighboring Ethiopia, walking for hundreds of miles. Dur-
ing this dangerous journey, the youth or ga nized themselves into groups with a 
structure and a leader resembling a  family. Similarly, in the aftermath of the Rwandan 
genocide, orphaned  children created “families,” with older individuals acting as 
 mothers and  fathers to younger  children (Schaal & Elbert, 2006).
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The concept of  mental health also needs to be deconstructed within the con-
text of ser vice provision.  Mental health extends beyond the lack of  mental illness 
(Purgato et al., 2017; World Health Organ ization [WHO], 2004). It includes the 
ability to recognize one’s own strengths and the contributions to one’s com-
munity. WHO (2004) defines  mental health as “a state of well- being in which an 
individual realizes his or her own abilities, can cope with the normal stresses of 
life, can work productively and is able to make a contribution to his or her com-
munity” (10). It is impor tant to consider diff er ent conceptions of well- being based 
on culture and context. One broad perspective outlines seven  factors of well- 
being, including biological, material, social, spiritual, cultural,  mental, and emo-
tional aspects within the overall context of participation, safety, and development 
(Williamson & Robinson, 2006). This concept of well- being offers a guide for ser-
vice providers to consider interventions that would address the vari ous  factors 
influencing well- being in a par tic u lar context (Williamson & Robinson, 2006). 
Using qualitative research to explore perspectives of well- being among  women 
affected by conflict in Uganda, Bragin and colleagues (2015) found that in addi-
tion to safety and absence of war, the participants identified domains of well- being 
as a “good home and marriage . . .  access to resources . . .  religion and spirituality . . .  
education . . .  raising  children well . . .  looking smart and having a ‘nice’ home . . .  support 
from organ izations outside the  family . . .  participation and advocacy . . .  time to 
rest and relax . . .  the garden . . .  being able to help  others” (354). Given the impor-
tance of community, it is impor tant to consider what is meant by “community” 
(Wessells, 2018a), particularly across cultures and contexts. It is also impor tant to 
consider how communities may be influenced by the armed conflict and how ser-
vice provision may also affect the community (IASC, 2007).

 There is also a need to unlearn and deconstruct common conceptualizations 
of resilience. Despite valiant efforts by experts in the field, the dominant view is 
that resilience is something individuals have, rather than a pro cess that families, 
schools, communities, and governments facilitate (Ungar, 2012).  There is a need 
to challenge the bias of Western researchers and  mental health prac ti tion ers that 
 favors individual- level variables to study risk and protective  factors  toward  mental 
health (Ungar, 2012; Wessells, 2018b). Resilience is a dynamic pro cess between 
individuals rather than a personal trait (Betancourt & Khan, 2008). It is impor tant 
to understand resilience as a contextually and culturally embedded construct 
(Ungar, 2012).

Ungar (2018) redefines resilience as the capacity of individuals to navigate their 
way to the resources they need to succeed and their ability to successfully negoti-
ate for resources to be provided in ways that are meaningful to them. Resilience is 
not latent within the person but reflects the availability and accessibility of a 
complex weave of individual and systemic ser vices and supports (Ungar, 2018). 
The more the child’s environment is rich in resources— including interpersonal 
resources— the more opportunities a child  will have to navigate and negotiate 
effectively when their psychological well- being is threatened (Ungar, 2018).
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The recent burgeoning lit er a ture and re orientation on strengths and capacities 
has led to an examination of  family resilience, exploring the wider relational con-
text of  family relationships that promotes resilience (Denov et al., 2019; Luthar & 
Cicchetti, 2000; Patterson, 2002; Shevell & Denov, 2021). Rather than under-
standing resilience as merely a sum of capacities of individual  family members, 
 family resilience captures the interplay between individual members and the  family 
unit (Simon et al., 2005). Walsh (1996; 2016) has conceptualized  family resilience 
as a dynamic pro cess that draws on the relational resources of the  family unit in 
fostering positive adaptations that mutually support  family members in a chal-
lenging context. Walsh (1996) argued that key components of  family resilience lie 
in the transactional or relational pathways that foster coherence, collaboration, 
competence, and confidence in coping.

 These multiple examples highlight the uniqueness of each context and the 
complexity of interventions and ser vice provision during war, flight, and resettle-
ment. Ser vice providers must be aware of the frameworks and lenses they are 
bringing with them into diff er ent situations in order to prevent imposing them 
indiscriminately. Scholarship on decolonization offers impor tant insights on the 
pro cess of unlearning and deconstructing in the context of dismantling attitudes, 
power imbalances, and oppressive systems in the context of First Nations  Peoples 
(Ives et al., 2020). Turning  toward how communities envision the restoration of 
their own familial and communal social ties can foster empowerment when plan-
ning ser vices for war- affected populations.

interventions over space and time:  
exploring ser vice provision during conflict, 
flight, migration, and resettlement
Over the past few de cades,  there has been  great debate as to appropriate and 
meaningful ser vice provision with war- affected populations (Denov & Akesson, 
2017). Refugees and forced mi grants may experience unique situations and diffi-
culties during  these diff er ent phases of migration (WHO, 2018). Distinct contexts 
may also offer diff er ent types of ser vices (WHO, 2018), emphasizing the need to 
consider quality ser vice provision at diff er ent phases of war- related migration. 
Given the focus on  family, culture and context, and intersectionality, the afore-
mentioned approaches are particularly relevant and meaningful when considering 
the lives of  children and families affected by war over time and space.  These lenses 
and approaches are pertinent when considering the realities and ser vice provision 
needs of  children and families affected by war during the heat of conflict, during 
war- induced flight and migration, and upon resettlement to a new context. In this 
chapter, we highlight how each of  these approaches applies to each of  these unique 
phases.



 Building Well-Being around Children Affected by War 31

Approaches to Ser vice Provision during War: An Individual,  
Familial, and Community Experience
As noted extensively in this book’s introduction, exposure to war time vio lence has 
been shown to be a key risk  factor for  children’s psychological functioning (Fazel 
et al., 2012). War ruptures the fabric of life that supports healthy child develop-
ment,  causes injury and illness, severs familial and social networks, and breaks 
down the structures that provide preventive, curative, and ameliorative care 
(Devakumar et al., 2014). And yet, while individual  children are deeply affected, it 
is vital to recognize that wars do not simply affect individual  children but the 
entire  family and community system. Families are often displaced from their 
homes and separated from one another, and the associated emotional stress may 
impair the ability to provide care and nurturance to young  children (Betancourt, 
McBain, Newnham, & Brennan, 2015), having extensive familial and long- term 
effects. Moreover, as alluded to  earlier, each  family member may experience and 
respond to war differently, depending on age, gender, mobility, their role in the 
 family structure, the surrounding context, alongside other intersecting  factors 
relating to power and privilege. The fallout of conflict and displacement may also 
lead to a transformation in young  people’s roles and responsibilities (Hampshire 
et al., 2008), whereby youth often take on increased responsibilities and are active 
in promoting social cohesion, coping, and  family unity. Similarly, armed conflict 
has damaging implications across the socio- ecological system— particularly at the 
community level. Indeed, one of the most devastating and lasting consequences 
of war may be the ways in which it fractures the social bonds that create community 
(Jones, 2014). Individual acts of war and aggression may actually be aimed at destroy-
ing community cohesion and fostering community fragmentation. As an example, 
systematic rape and other forms of sexual vio lence as tools of war are designed not 
only to humiliate and terrorize individual victims but also to denigrate and domi-
nate the larger communities to which victims belong, thereby destroying commu-
nity networks and sources of social support (Woolner, Denov, & Khan, 2019).

Given that exposure to war and armed conflict are familial and community 
experiences, they should thus be framed and responded to as such. Yet the grow-
ing evidence that trauma and resilience are a familial, community, and intergen-
erational experience is not always translated into effective interventions for 
war- affected  children and families in the midst of vio lence, displacement, and 
flight. Instead, approaches and interventions for war- affected populations have 
tended to focus on the individual, rather than the  family, or the broader commu-
nity, frequently targeting  children or  mothers in isolation, which remains highly 
problematic (Denov et  al., 2019; Weine et  al., 2008). Research has shown that 
parental  mental health has consistently been found to predict child  mental health 
in conflict- affected settings (Weissbecker et  al., 2019). As Jones (2008) notes, 
“Programmes which target  children on their own without supporting or addressing 
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the needs and concerns of their carers and communities  will usually fail” (298). 
While the individualized approach is slowly changing to a more inclusive approach 
(Weissbecker et al., 2019) with major donors and humanitarian agencies increas-
ingly emphasizing resilience in their aid strategies (Scott- Smith, 2018), recent sys-
tematic reviews of  mental health and psychosocial support (MHPSS) programs 
in low-  and middle- income countries found a tendency to prioritize direct indi-
vidual work with  children affected by armed conflict (Betancourt et al., 2013a; 
Jordans et al., 2016) and a focus on trauma rather than on resilience (Pederson 
et al., 2015). Focusing solely on individual-  and trauma- oriented interventions  will 
only offer one piece, even if a very impor tant piece, of the puzzle and therefore 
 will not provide a holistic picture of individuals’ and families’ experiences in the 
midst of vio lence and upheaval. Given the power ful impact of intrafamilial and 
community- level risk  factors, such as  family vio lence, impaired parenting, and mate-
rial deprivation on  children’s  mental health,  there is an urgent need for MHPSS 
programs to continue to broaden their target and move beyond the individual 
child (Allan, 2015; Miller & Jordans, 2016).

In order to address context and culture, families and local communities can 
contribute a rich array of cultural resources— including traditions, elders and com-
munity leaders, and community pro cesses and tools, such as rituals and ceremonies— 
to the provision of psychosocial assistance (Kostelny, 2006). Given that  these 
resources reflect community values, beliefs, and cultural traditions, they give voice 
to community members and thus are likely to be sustainable and provide meaning. 
Ultimately, in order to truly “do no harm” in interventions related to war- affected 
populations in the heat of conflict, attention to the realities of context, culture, the 
need for substantive coordination, and recognizing individual, familial, and com-
munity strengths, as opposed to deficits, is key to effective and meaningful inter-
ventions. For example, an initiative was facilitated in Sierra Leone  after the war 
to strengthen care for  children who  were vulnerable using a “community- driven 
approach to child protection” (Wessells, 2015a, p. 13). This initiative demonstrates 
meaningful community engagement in planning an intervention. In this initiative, 
external actors supported researchers from Sierra Leone to gather views on key 
concepts and concerns in order to jointly support the community to reflect on, 
plan, and implement an intervention to address the selected concern. This research 
explored community members’ perspectives on “Who is a child? What are the 
main harms to  children? What typically happens when a par tic u lar harm arises?” 
(Wessells, 2015a, p. 14). The study found diff er ent perspectives on concepts such 
as  children and harm between the local community members and international 
standards (Wessells, 2015a). For example, “A child was defined not by age but as 
someone who was dependent on parents or not sexually active” (Wessells, 2015a, 
p.  14). Participants also provided examples of harms to  children, such as youth 
who  were pregnant but not married (Wessells, 2015a). Local facilitators reflected 
on  these research findings with community members and facilitated discus-
sions on which harms against  children to address through an intervention.  These 
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community- level discussions utilized unique formats, ensuring that gender or 
income level did not create barriers to participation. Through  these discussions, 
community members de cided that teenage pregnancy was a priority concern, cre-
ating an Inter- Village Task Force, which then included male and female youth 
leaders in order to plan the intervention (Wessells, 2015a, p.  16). The task force 
collaboratively de cided on activities to reduce teenage pregnancy. Communities 
then identified male and female youth to become peer educators in order to 
conduct the intervention within the communities, equipping and supporting the 
youth through preparatory workshops (Wessells, 2015a). This initiative also exem-
plifies how to include considerations of class and gender in order to promote the 
inclusion of diverse community members.

Ways of seeing and being differ from culture to culture, context to context, and 
are dynamic, changing, and multifaceted, even within a single culture. Interven-
tions and ser vices during an emergency must be grounded in the local cultural 
and social contexts; they must include an effort to interpret what clients’ expres-
sions of distress and coping mean within their par tic u lar context. Understanding 
 these idioms and explanatory models of “(un)wellness” can better tailor interven-
tions to galvanize the individual and collective resilience, strengths, capacities, 
and resources identified. And while “parachuting” may be difficult to avoid in 
some complex emergencies, humanitarian workers need, as much as pos si ble, to 
build their knowledge of a context prior to and  after arriving, as well as to ensure 
that they are working with a relevant and appropriate lens to work with  children, 
families, and communities for the unique context. Conducting a desktop review 
can also better inform international actors on the local context and culture 
(Greene et al., 2017). Community- level assessments conducted in collaboration 
with other actors and affected community members can also promote this pro cess. 
 There is existing guidance on conducting community- level assessments focused 
on  mental health and psychosocial support (WHO/UNCHR, 2012). It is also 
impor tant to consider the roles of actors who are external from the affected com-
munity or context. A Guide for Supporting Community-Led Child Protection Pro cesses’ 
(Wessells, 2018a), UNICEF Operational Guidelines: Community- Based  Mental 
Health and Psychosocial Support in Humanitarian Settings (UNICEF, 2018), and the 
Community- Based Approaches to  Mental Health and Psychosocial Support Pro-
grammes: A Guidance Note (IASC, 2019) all provide useful strategies for external 
actors to meaningfully engage with affected communities. Other roles for exter-
nal actors may be to support local  human resources, advocate for strengthening 
systems such as social ser vices or academic courses, and promote coordination in 
order to provide a longer- term response.

Ser vice Provision during Flight and War- Related Migration
The International Organ ization for Migration (2011) defines forced displacement 
as “the involuntary movement, individually or collectively, of persons from their 
country or community, notably for reasons of armed conflict, civil unrest, or 
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natu ral or man- made catastrophes” (p. 39). Forced displacement or migration due 
to war makes it difficult to provide quality ser vices that are both culturally and 
contextually appropriate. Concerns about border closures may cause  those 
migrating to move quickly (International Medical Corps [IMC], 2016b), leaving 
 little time to provide care (Ventevogel Schinina et  al., 2015) or understand the 
needs and capacities of the migrating population. War- related migration creates 
challenges for  children to navigate the developmental task of identity formation. 
War- related migration affects  children’s identity development  because they find 
themselves constantly navigating between their home culture and host commu-
nity cultures ( Jones, 1998; Rousseau et al., 2005). This may also lead  children to 
“experience a state of ‘in- betweenness’ combined with uncertainty and ambiguity 
about their place in the world” (Denov & Akesson, 2013, p. 57). During interviews 
with unaccompanied  children who migrated from countries affected by war,  children 
expressed attachment to the physical places where they lived during migration 
(Denov & Akesson, 2013).  These  children also illustrated how both their country 
of origin and countries where they lived during migration continued to shape 
their identity (Denov & Akesson, 2013). Understanding the influence of war- 
related migration on healthy child development and their identity should inform 
relevant care.

Culture and traditions may also provide a framework for developing collective 
meaning in the midst of losses as well as a basis for supporting  children as they 
endure hardship or separation (Rousseau et al., 1998b). In interviews with unaccom-
panied  children who  were living in Canada, the  children shared examples of staying 
connected to their culture of origin, such as remembering beliefs shared by their 
 family members. This ongoing connection to their roots provided them with 
strength in the midst of challenging circumstances (Denov & Akesson, 2013). For 
example, one youth who migrated from Angola through South Africa illustrated 
how he drew upon teachings from his  mother who had passed away (Denov & 
Blanchet- Cohen, 2016). His  mother’s teachings and values reportedly guided him 
during war and displacement and when he lived and survived alone and on the 
street. Demonstrating what Denov et al. (2019) have referred to as “intergenerational 
resilience,” the strengths and teachings of his  mother, despite her death, reportedly 
helped him survive poverty, vio lence and structural oppression while living on the 
streets of a South African city (Denov & Blanchet- Cohen, 2016; Denov et al., 2019).

During war- related migration, the way ser vices are provided may deter mutual 
support and develop de pen dency (Ventevogel et  al., 2015). For example, some 
refugees living in camps may not feel a sense of agency over their daily activities, 
such as preparing meals or addressing their basic needs (IMC, 2016a). Supports 
may also unintentionally undermine the role of the parents rather than empower 
them to fulfill their roles by giving toys to their  children (IMC, 2016a), rather than 
supporting the parents in creating their own toys for their  children. It is impor tant 
to involve  children and youth throughout the pro cess of designing ser vices 
(Blanchet- Cohen & Denov, 2015), as well as their parents or other community 
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members, in order for supports to build on existing resources and strengths and to 
address priority concerns. During war- related migration, it is impor tant to con-
sider strategies to support  children and youth in  either the presence or the absence 
of their families.

 Family—in its most broad conceptualization— should be considered a pri-
mary ave nue for healing (De Jong, 2002). In situations where parents are pre sent, 
where pos si ble, it is impor tant to keep  children with their parents and to link sepa-
rated  children with their  family members, including extended  family members, 
through  family tracing and reunification ser vices (De Jong, 2002; Ventevogel 
et  al., 2015). Parents would benefit from additional support to strengthen their 
ability to care for their adolescent during the migration pro cess. For example, 
forced displacement affects the community, resulting in isolation among families, 
so supports should aim to strengthen social connections between families and the 
community (Ager, 2006). Yet the transitory nature of the migration pro cess may 
make it challenging to provide ser vices such as ongoing positive parenting classes, 
early childhood development supports, or groups for parents to provide mutual 
support. Yet, in some contexts, such as Serbia, the response established mobile 
protection teams, including a social worker and cultural mediator, to provide basic 
emotional support alongside fixed safe spaces in the community (IMC, 2016b). 
This demonstrates the importance of providing a range of supports to meet 
diverse needs and the ability to access ser vices. Another option for supporting 
 children and youth and their parents on the move may be to provide culturally 
and contextually appropriate information on positive parenting and coping tai-
lored to the realities of war- related migration. Where pos si ble, the information 
materials should be culturally adapted and developed with youth, their families, 
and community members (IASC, 2007). Additional guidance on the develop-
ment of information materials is outlined in other resources (IASC, 2007). Com-
munity members may also be supported as they provide ongoing support to their 
own communities (IASC, 2007).

 Children and youth who are separated from their  family members or whose 
 family members are deceased may require diff er ent strategies for support 
(Ager, 2006). In the physical absence of immediate or extended  family members, 
other social relationships may fulfill the function of  family for youth (Ager, 2006). 
 These social relationships may be with religious leaders, neighbors, and teachers, 
and the greater number of persons supporting the adolescent increases the poten-
tial for positive outcomes (Kostelny, 2006). Instead of placement in orphanages, 
 children who require family- type support can be situated within existing commu-
nities. For example, unaccompanied  children from South Sudan who  were unable 
to locate their families  were supported by the community through a creative 
method of displaying signs with each village name in the camp, and  were then 
cared for by an adult who was paid a small amount for their care (De Jong, 2002).

In the absence of biological  family members,  children and youth may also form 
familial- type relationships with peers. Interviews with  children who migrated 
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from Sudan illustrated a pro cess of moving from isolation  toward familial- 
type connections with peers. As one participant expressed, “They [other youth] 
became  family. We  didn’t even know each other before but when we came together 
as a group, we became one  family” (Denov & Akesson, 2013, p. 64). In addition to 
peers, some host communities, such as the Ethiopians, also provided a source of 
support for Sudanese  children in the absence of their families during war- related 
migration (Denov & Akesson, 2013). Existing resources provide further guid-
ance on specific forms of ser vice provision, such as  family tracing (ICRC, n.d.; 
IFRC, 2014), working with unaccompanied  children (CONNECT Proj ect, 2014; 
ICRC, 2004; Interagency Working Group on Unaccompanied and Separated 
 Children, 2013), and  mental health and psychosocial support (Ventevogel et al., 
2015).

At a systemic level, it can be challenging for local and international actors to 
provide appropriate ser vices to  children, youth, and their families who are migrat-
ing from diverse cultures and contexts. Strengthening coordination among local, 
international, academic, and state actors can establish a forum to jointly prob lem 
solve difficulties, share best practices and information, and coordinate the imple-
mentation of care (IASC, 2007; IMC, 2016b). During mass migration, it may also 
be impor tant to develop coordination mechanisms at a regional level (IMC, 
2016b).  Mental health and psychosocial support assessments, such as  those con-
ducted in Greece (IMC, 2016a) and Serbia (IMC, 2016b), can be jointly conducted 
and shared within coordination groups in order to develop external supports 
based on the existing resources and priority concerns of the migrating population. 
It can also be useful to develop an interagency guidance note with key messages 
for responders such as the one developed for the Eu ro pean context (Ventevogel 
et  al., 2015). Strengthening  human resources and organ izations within the host 
country (IMC, 2016b) to provide support for populations migrating from war can 
also promote a more effective and sustainable response.

Ser vice Provision Postmigration: Resettlement to High- Income Countries
When offering ser vice provision during resettlement, it is impor tant to maintain 
the lenses provided by the three approaches of working with families and com-
munities, using a culture-  and context- specific understanding of that  family, as 
well as the intersectionality of the evolving identities of each of its members and 
the system as a  whole within the community. Refugee families resettling to high- 
income countries experience “ecological transitions,” meaning significant shifts in 
settings, contexts, and potentially roles (Betancourt & Khan, 2008; Bronfen-
brenner, 1979). On top of administrative pro cesses of immigration, they must 
adapt to social, cultural, and linguistic differences (Sleijpen et al., 2016). Research 
demonstrates that for refugee  children and their families, resilience is a dynamic 
pro cess and needs to be supported with an ecological context- driven approach 
that focuses on the dynamic interactions among the diff er ent  factors in the reset-
tlement country (Sleijpen et al., 2016).
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Discussing interventions with refugee  children living in the Global North, 
Isakson et al. (2015) highlight the importance of flexibility in using a modularized 
approach that not only focuses on trauma- based interventions but also addresses 
multiple levels of the ecol ogy around the child, including social connections, edu-
cation,  family life, and discrimination. Refugees’  mental health is likely to be 
strongly influenced by life events and circumstances outside the therapeutic set-
ting (Isakson et  al., 2015). The training of therapists  will require enlarging the 
focus to extend from a “psychopathology- centric” outlook to include both “ecopa-
thology” and “ecoresilience” perspectives (Layne et al., 2014).

The experience of being a refugee can lead  children, youth, and their families to 
a feeling of powerlessness (Betancourt, 2005). Having a sense of personal control 
has been found to be an impor tant protective  factor for refugee  children and fami-
lies and needs to be an impor tant focus in interventions (Sleijpen et  al., 2016). 
LeFrançois and Coppock (2014) discussed that childhood is often associated with 
a myth of incompetence, which is only compounded by the intersection of a 
 mental health diagnosis.  These authors address the importance for  children to feel 
a sense of agency during interventions, not only being recipients of ser vices from 
prac ti tion ers but positioning themselves as experts on their own real ity. Rabaia 
et al. (2014) emphasized the importance of fostering a sense of agency in  children 
affected by war and to address macrosystem issues rather than focus on individual 
pathology. A sense of agency has been found to be an impor tant protective  factor 
for overcoming the trauma of war (Cortes and Buchanan, 2007). Although a sense 
of agency is often mea sured at the individual level, a sense of agency is a construct 
that also applies to families and communities. Incidentally, community connec-
tion was found to be another protective  factor (Cortes and Buchanan, 2007).

When working in a high resource context with refugees, the necessity to 
unlearn and deconstruct one’s assumptions might require more priming for cul-
tural awareness and sensitivity. Taking into account the cultural context of each 
client and  family might be more easily overlooked. However, expression of dis-
tress and  mental health symptoms need to be explored and understood within the 
culture in which they are embedded (Rabiau, 2019). Prac ti tion ers might feel over-
whelmed with the feeling that they cannot be cognizant and informed about  every 
potential culture that they are required to work with. A number of tools are avail-
able, such as using interpreters to address the barrier of language and cultural bro-
kers to become better informed when working with families and communities. 
However, individuals and families have their own culture, and the youth and their 
families are the true experts and have owner ship of their own narrative without 
the need to superimpose preconceived ideas based on culture or Western  mental 
health constructs.

For  children and youth for whom identity formation is part of their develop-
mental tasks, the changes due to resettlement can render the task significantly more 
complex (Betancourt, 2005). Both the  children and the entire  family system need 
to redefine their identity or identities and find a new sense of belonging while 
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re- creating a sense of community (Rabiau, 2019). The need to find a balance in 
their newfound bicultural or multicultural context may cause intergenerational 
strains and create a role reversal in terms of  children taking on more administrative 
tasks or interpreting for their parents (Sleijpen et  al., 2016). Research has often 
highlighted the concept of an acculturation gap between generations. Frounfelker 
et al. (2017) report that parent and youth had conflicting views around negotiating 
Somali Bantu culture, often leading to strained parent– child relationships. Interest-
ingly, they found that in contrast, youth sibling relationships  were strengthened as 
they turned to each other to navigate the pro cess of cultural adaption. This research 
highlights that refugee  mental health is linked to the functioning of the larger  family 
and that cultural negotiations with parents is dependent on the broader socio- 
cultural context. From their study on file reviews, O’Driscoll et al. (2017) conclude 
that  there needs to be a shift from Western individual, medical- based approaches 
 toward a more ecological, culturally sensitive approach to capture the complexity 
and understand the multiplicity and intertwining of challenges on a broader land-
scape affecting the well- being of refugee  children and their families. The ecological 
model highlights the importance of strengthening social support and a feeling of 
belonging within the  family system, with peers, within the education system, and 
beyond while attending to multiple facets of their identities.

conclusion and  future directions
To collaboratively build a sense of well- being around  children affected by war, ser-
vice providers must use a number of lenses, including a socio- ecological model or 
 family and community approach, acknowledge the importance of context and cul-
ture, and consider the intersectionality of identities at the diff er ent stages of the 
migration pro cess. Moreover, we argue that using  these lenses  will require unlearn-
ing and deconstructing some preconceived ideas and assumptions, both as indi-
vidual prac ti tion ers and as organ izations. Ungar (2017) discusses the importance 
of the contribution of social workers through critical social theory and systemic 
thinking. He argues that this is especially impor tant for interventions with 
populations that experience significant adversity and is therefore very relevant 
to  children, families, and communities affected by war. Family- centered and 
community- centered solutions must replace a narrow, individualized, deficit- 
based paradigm in order to keep the detrimental consequences of war to a mini-
mum (Fennig & Denov, 2018). Efforts to improve child  mental health should 
thoughtfully engage a consideration of  mental health and psychosocial  family 
well- being across generations and within the community (Weissbecker et  al., 
2019) and develop comprehensive systems of care.

In many contexts of humanitarian emergencies, quick and urgent responses are 
necessary, and skilled humanitarian workers are vital to war time intervention sup-
ports. Two interrelated  factors are of key importance in such contexts: parachut-
ing and culturally appropriate interventions. Humanitarian workers may have 



 Building Well-Being around Children Affected by War 39

extensive training and experience in  handling war time emergencies, yet they may 
arrive without a deep understanding of the significant historical, contextual, and 
cultural realities that are essential to designing and implementing effective inter-
ventions and supports. Moreover, even when humanitarian workers are from the 
conflict area themselves, the real ity of unlearning and deconstructing may still 
apply, as  every armed conflict is multifaceted and complex. Even when one shares 
the same context, culture, and experiences of armed conflict, many other intersec-
tional  factors are relevant to the lived experience of each individual and  family, 
such as diverse views of language, spirituality, gender, power relations, or strate-
gies for addressing difficulties.

We believe that humility is essential— striving to be a learner and collaborator 
rather than an “expert” in a new context. We need to acknowledge that academic 
knowledge and interventions may not be effective universally. It is vital that prac-
ti tion ers situate themselves in terms of the culture of the country affected by war 
or the culture of the client in the resettlement country. One must reflect on what 
values and assumptions might have been ingrained in them through their own cul-
ture, which could interfere with offering optimal support and interventions. We 
argue that one strategy is to actively unlearn and deconstruct concepts such as 
 family, community, well- being,  mental health, and gender. Often counterintuitive 
to academic knowledge and practice, at times one must listen, observe, and learn, 
rather than simply apply what was learned explic itly in books and formal teach-
ings. Moreover, to be a sensitive ser vice provider, we also need to become aware of 
the knowledge and potential biases that we had acquired through evolving in our 
own environments. If not, at best, the intervention  will not be taken seriously, and 
at worst it might be perceived and experienced as intrusive, or even oppressive.

Individuals, families, and cultures are complex and multidimensional, with 
many facets of identity intersecting (e.g., age, origin, religion, sexual orientation, 
gender identity,  family compositions,  etc.). Preconceived ideas may hinder under-
standings of the implications of intersectionality as they tend to situate  people 
in narrow, nonoverlapping categories and lead to interventions offered in silos, 
resulting in a fragmented approach rather than a cohesive approach. The coordi-
nation of ser vices requires a careful critical assessment of the needs as perceived 
by both the population and the ser vice providers (Weissbecker et al., 2019).

In terms of  future directions,  family interventions need to go beyond dyadic 
interventions between  mother and child by using more holistic systemic interven-
tions: continue encouraging  fathers to be involved, work with the entire  family 
systems, include siblings, and include their chosen  family. All levels of the socio- 
ecology around  children affected by war are impor tant to take into consideration 
when planning ser vice provision in order to foster a sense of collective well- being. 
Interventions should support families and strengthen communities. This requires 
a holistic rather than an individualistic approach to ser vice provision as well as a 
focus on strengths rather than deficits. Fostering a collective sense of agency nur-
tures resilience at the  family and community level.
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3 • A C ASE FOR PRESER VICE 
TEACHERS REFLEXIVELY 
ENGAGING IN WORK WITH 
WAR- AFFECTED  CHILDREN  
IN C ANADIAN SCHOOLS
N A G U I  D E M I A N  A N D  C L A U D I A  M I TC H E L L

refl ection 1  (nagui)
I started working with refugee  children when I was in high school, having volun-
teered with a local nongovernmental organ ization (NGO) in Alexandria, Egypt. 
For many years, I witnessed the strug gle of Sudanese families who fled the conflict, 
reached Egypt, applied for asylum through the United Nations High Commis-
sioner for Refugees (UNHCR), and waited for years before getting a response and 
finding out their final destination. I saw Sudanese  children crying  after hearing a 
comment from their classmates or teachers. This could be “unintentionally” or 
“just to laugh with kids,” as a teacher told me when I asked him the reason  behind 
this be hav ior with refugee students. “For sure we  don’t want to hurt them.” Yes, you 
 don’t want to but actually you do hurt them when you comment on their low aca-
demic per for mance, attitude, or be hav ior. Refugee students  were very sensitive 
and vulnerable.  Those  children barely know their home country (Sudan), and they 
feel that they  don’t belong to where they are now (Egypt). They know from their 
parents and siblings that they are waiting to travel to Eu rope one day. They are in a 
transit phase between war and a mysterious  future in an unknown occidental coun-
try. Their transit time is long, they face poverty and bullying in schools, they have 
no friends and no support. Working with  children, including refugees, encouraged 
me to do a  career shift to study education and work as a teacher. Then I served in 
education reform proj ects delivering professional development programs to teach-
ers and school principals and supporting policy reform.
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In 2013, I moved to live in Montreal  after accepting an offer to work with a Cana-
dian NGO managing proj ects in the  Middle East. I saw the arrival of Syrian refu-
gees in 2016 and how Canadian families  were making  great efforts to welcome 
vulnerable Syrians who  were coming to the country  after a long and hard pathway. 
However, in my discussions with Canadian friends and families, I noticed that 
their perceptions of Syrian refugees arriving in Canada  were very influenced 
by their background with wars and the arrival of other refugees to Canada. They 
assumed that Syrian refugees would have the same needs, challenges, and capaci-
ties as refugees they had met before, although the  earlier conflicts had differed 
from that in Syria, and the skills and capacities of Syrians might be also diff er ent.

In 2017, I visited a community center in Syria, near the capital, Damascus. The 
center was providing humanitarian assistance to  people affected by the conflict. A 
large room in the center was dedicated to  children between 6 and 15 years for basic 
literacy and numeracy classes. I was working with a Canadian NGO that supported 
the center and de cided to do a field visit to meet with  children and their teachers. 
Suddenly, during my visit, a bomb fell near the center. We all heard the noise, but 
the reactions of  people around me  were very curious and initiated long self- 
reflections  after my leaving the country.  After hearing the noise, I froze for a few 
minutes, looking to the teachers, who, grouped in the  middle of the room, talked 
and took the decision to close the center for the rest of the day. Their discussion 
was very quiet and quick, with no stress and no panic. The center man ag er looked 
back to the students: “We  will end the activities for  today. You can now gather your 
stuff and go back home. Please be careful while you are walking in the streets and 
go straight home.”  Children heard the message, took their small note pads and pen-
cils, walked to the door and left the center as if it was the end of an ordinary day, no 
fear, no stress, no cries, no panic, nothing! I was the only shocked person in the 
room, wondering if the  children—or even the teachers— were realizing the risks. 
What do they feel now? Are they used to this situation? Is it becoming a part of 
their daily routine? Are they used to living with their fears? Do they know how to 
deal with it? Or, are they in a “survival mode,” trying to avoid risks with the highest 
pos si ble self- control for the moment, but when the war is over all this stress  will 
come up? I was looking to the  people in the streets, their  faces, the destroyed build-
ing around me, and wondering . . .  how are  people living around all of this? How 
 will they survive? What  will the  future be for  those  children? Where?

refl ection 2 (cl audi a)
Learning that close to a thousand asylum seekers  were living in a semi- abandoned 
hospital across the street from my office in the Faculty of Education in downtown 
Montreal was a wake-up call for me. Day  after day in 2017 and early in 2018, I would 
hear on the radio that asylum seekers  were crossing the border in rec ord numbers 
from the United States into Canada (Quebec) at Roxham Road. I would hear 
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commentary about  these numbers and about what procedures might need to be in 
place to pro cess the large numbers, but I  wasn’t  really thinking about the  people 
themselves, and I  hadn’t fully grasped the number of  children  there would be. 
Thanks to colleagues who  were already involved in informal support ser vices to 
asylum seekers, I started to learn about the situation and especially that  children 
 were not being admitted to Montreal schools; many of them  were living in the hos-
pital setting day  after day while their parents tried to deal with all the paperwork 
that was required. It seemed straightforward, at first, to swing into action, and with 
a team in my faculty committed to art and healing, we set up some art- making 
sessions.

Offering the sessions was short- lived, however. Hospital staff and  others in formed 
us that  there was a more formal pro cess and that it was not pos si ble, even in the 
hospital setting, to provide  these sessions without approval from the provincial 
authorities. Several months passed, and I kept hearing myself asking anyone who 
would listen  whether they knew that  there  were more than a thousand asylum 
seekers living in that building. Eventually  there was a breakthrough; with the remark-
able support of a local nongovernmental organ ization (NGO) that did have per-
mission from the provincial authorities to work with the  children, we managed to 
get permission to work with  children from two reception centers. Over a period of 
six weeks, we  were able to offer an art- making proj ect to more than 150  children 
from Syria as well as from Mexico, Brazil, Colombia, Angola, Nigeria, and Pakistan, 
with the proj ect culminating in an art book, Art Connecting: Workshops with 
 Children of Asylum- Seeking Families. For the fifteen or more volunteers from the 
Faculty of Education and the community at large, it was an opportunity to learn 
more about the  children and their situation. For the  children, we think that it had 
benefits in the sense of “ doing something” besides waiting in the dormitories, and 
of course the group activities and art making  were very engaging.  There  were some 
restrictions of course. One was the fact that the  children could not take the art they 
had made back to the residences they and their families occupied. Given the notion 
of owner ship about art, this was a concern. Potentially more troubling was the idea of 
our not getting to know about the  children and their lives. Many  people assumed 
that we  were  doing research, but we  were actually making art together. No one said 
anything to us, but we specifically did not ask questions of the  children about how 
they felt other than where they  were from or what art they would like to do. The art 
making itself, while not specifically po liti cal, did emphasize space and presence 
and something of identity in that they engaged in activities such as drawing large 
body maps or producing chalk art on a parking lot at the university. Such activities 
emphasized place and space, even if they  were not explic itly designed to engage 
 children in talking about such issues. What  were we learning through this proj ect? 
As many of the volunteers commented in their short reflections that appear at the 
end of Art Connecting (noted above), this was for many the first time that they had 
ever had any experience working with refugees. More than anything, perhaps, we 
learned that we had a lot more to learn.
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We offer  these reflections as two researchers/teacher educators working with 
beginning teachers in a Canadian Faculty of Education. The first is Nagui’s story of 
encountering  children in a transitory position in camps in Syria. Nagui positions 
himself as an Egyptian- born male, heterosexual, and a relative newcomer to Can-
ada and to the acad emy. The second is Claudia’s story, linked to resettlement but 
still, as we know, very transitory when it comes to the experience of the  children 
and their families. Claudia positions herself as white settler, queer, and long- time 
academic in South African and Canadian institutions. Our short academic auto-
ethnographies, as Pillay, Naicker, and Pithouse- Morgan (2016), term them, are 
framed in ideas of self- study, reflexivity, positionality, and other autoethnographic 
approaches to “starting with ourselves” (Mitchell, 2016), and helped us to pose 
many questions: Is  there a prototype of conflicts, war contexts, and refugee pro-
files that we recall each time we work with refugees? Do we realize that not only 
conflicts are distinct but also that each refugee has a unique experience and needs? 
More precisely and drawing on our work as teacher educators, what should the 
roles of teachers be in supporting war- affected  children? What can be done to bet-
ter support  children affected by war in school settings, and how can reflexivity of 
new teachers become central to this work?

To answer  these questions, we explore three main areas. First, we offer a con-
text for why and how this is a key issue for teacher education institutions in 
Canada and other Global North contexts. We then consider the lit er a ture on 
schooling, teachers, and war- affected youth, drawing attention to the significance 
of cultural competencies in professional learning. Third, we move into the idea of 
reflexivity in providing support to the preparation of new professionals working 
with war- affected  children. We believe that teachers can play a crucial role in sup-
porting war- affected  children. However, teachers need to be well prepared to pro-
vide this support. We are particularly interested in preser vice teachers’ preparation 
 because they are in a structured learning setting.  There are likely to be fewer pro-
fessional development opportunities for in- service teachers who, at the same 
time, are frequently overwhelmed with school tasks.

the context
Situation of War- Affected  Children in Canada
The answers to the questions raised are complicated. On the one hand, the Cana-
dian government put in place many ser vices to support newcomers and refugees. 
 These ser vices include social assistance, income support, health assistance, pro-
grams that introduce refugees to the society and cities where they have settled, 
personal finance help (e.g., bud geting, using credit and debit cards,  etc.), and 
schooling assistance (House of Commons Canada, 2018). On the other hand, the 
real ity shows that the resettlement of refugees in Canada is challenging. In gen-
eral, social and educational ser vices  were reported to be highly inadequate 
(Blanchet- Cohen et  al., 2017). Moreover, the number of refugees in Canada, 
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including war- affected  children, is increasing. In total, 94,000 refugees  were reset-
tled in Canada between 2015 and 2017 (Government of Canada, 2018). In 2016, the 
Canadian Liberal Government made the promise to resettle 25,000 Syrian refu-
gees in Canada and opened the door to private sponsorship for an additional 
number.  Today almost 60,000 Syrian refugees have reached Canada since 2015 
(Statistics Canada, 2019). They are the largest group to resettle in Canada since 
1980 (Wilkinson & Garcea, 2017). In February 2019, Statistics Canada released a 
report on Syrian refugees who resettled in Canada in 2015 and 2016. The report 
shows that 85  percent of Syrian refugees are families with  children (on average 
2.8  children per  family), whereas refugee families from other countries represent 
65  percent (with an average of 2.2  children per  family) (Statistics Canada, 2019). 
In addition, in 2016, 44   percent of Syrian refugees  were  under age 15 compared 
with 31  percent for refugees from other countries; they have a lower employment 
rate than other refugees and a considerable language proficiency barrier (55% of 
Syrian refugees did not speak En glish or French).

Interventions to Support War- Affected  Children
A lot has been done by international and national organ izations to support 
the  mental health and psychosocial well- being of war- affected  children. Wessells 
(2017) grouped  these interventions  under nine main categories: (1) the child- 
friendly spaces; (2) community- based child protection mechanism; (3) community- 
based psychosocial supports; (4) disarmament, demobilization, and reintegration 
supports; (5)  family support; (6) peace building; (7) psychosocial first aid; 
(8) psychotherapy; and (9) school- based support. Each of  these interventions 
seeks to promote resilience in the lives of war- affected  children while placing them 
in the center of each intervention, allowing them to express their feelings and rep-
resent their experiences. Research shows that interventions meant to address and 
support  children in and outside war zones must be comprehensive and reflect a 
multilevel approach (Derluyn et  al., 2012; Fernando & Ferrari, 2013; Wessells, 
2016). However, many scholars aimed to assess the efficiency and effectiveness of 
supporting interventions for war- affected  children, and a frequent emerging result 
was the need to better understand the context of war- affected  children in order to 
plan for adequate support (Blanchet- Cohen & Denov, 2015; Blanchet- Cohen et al., 
2017; Derluyn et al., 2012; Stewart, 2012; Wessells, 2017). This “better understanding” 
keeps being the challenge for professionals working with war- affected  children in 
diff er ent sectors. This raises two main questions: first, How should  these profession-
als develop their understanding? And second, What should professionals know in 
advance to be able to support war- affected  children?

Schools and War- Affected  Children
Schools are sites of positivity and resilience for war- affected  children (Hamilton, 
2004) (see also D’Amico, chapter 11, this volume). The type of support war- affected 
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 children receive in school is an impor tant  factor that contributes to their inte-
gration into a receiving society and where they can develop a sense of belonging 
(Albanese, 2016). Albanese (2016) argues that the type of support immigrant 
 children receive in school is an impor tant  factor that contributes to their inte-
gration into the hosting society. The other  factors are  children’s age when they 
arrive in their country of destination,  children’s language skills, the parents’ 
social and economic status, and the  children’s well- being. For Anderson et al. 
(2010) education for refugees “mitigate[s] the psychological impact of conflict 
and disaster” (p. 88). Moreover, refugee students perceive education as a path-
way to freedom (Guerrero & Tinkler, 2010). In fact, schools are primary places 
where war- affected  children can overcome the impact of war, feel valued, build 
their individual identities, and develop a sense of belonging (Cummins, 2001; 
Kanu, 2008). This sense of belonging depends mainly on the values and atti-
tudes expressed by the teacher (Cummins, 2001). Therefore, it is impor tant to 
ensure that schools be a “welcoming space” in which war- affected  children feel 
valued and can build their own individual identities (Cummins, 2001; Stewart, 
2011; Whiteman, 2005).

From a socio- ecological perspective,  children both influence and are influ-
enced by their natu ral environment, which includes schools (Bronfenbrenner, 
1999). This has given rise to many debates on how schools can be effective in 
 children’s contexts. For Pinson and Arnot (2010), effective educational interven-
tions that target refugee  children should follow a “ whole child” approach. This 
approach “addresses the  whole: the spirit, mind and body of the child” and tackles 
the child’s academic achievement, well- being, personal, and social development 
(Pinson & Arnot, 2010, p. 256). Many techniques have been developed to assess 
school effectiveness, and the following characteristics have been associated with 
effective schools: a safe school environment, strong leadership by the principal, 
teachers who have positive attitudes and positive expectations for students’ abili-
ties to achieve, comprehensive monitoring of student pro gress, effective use of 
instructional time, and a high level of parental involvement (Hamilton, 2004; Ted-
dlie & Reynolds, 2001). Four of  these characteristics could be considered crucial 
in war- affected  children’s contexts: school leadership, parental involvement, school 
environment, and teachers’ attitudes and expectations.

Unfortunately, the real ity shows that war- affected  children are among the most 
vulnerable students in schools; they faced the trauma of war, displacement, and 
the challenge of adapting in a new environment in a diff er ent culture with, more 
likely than not, a diff er ent language (Anderson et al., 2004; Denov & Blanchet- 
Cohen, 2014). They go through all this during a critical phase in their social devel-
opment, and it is not surprising that they experience  mental health issues in their 
resettlement in Canada (Fazel et al., 2012).  Mental health issues are not just  limited 
to  children, they also affect their families, which creates an extra burden on the 
resettlement (Crowley, 2009; Hansson et al., 2012).
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Teachers and War- Affected  Children in Canada
Teachers play impor tant roles in the lives of war- affected  children. They interact 
with students on a daily basis, they take the time to know students, understand 
their individual circumstances, and build with them a personal relationship. 
Teachers are often acting as role models for their students, and they usually 
link them with other ecological systems. They also play an impor tant role in help-
ing refugee students to adjust in their school environment and facilitate links 
between refugee families and social ser vices (Hamilton, 2004).

However, research points out that schools in Canada are not meeting war- 
affected  children’s needs and, in fact, further contribute to their marginalization. 
War- affected  children are marginalized in classrooms due to issues such as 
language, discrimination, and racism (Blanchet- Cohen et al., 2017; Kanu, 2008; 
Stewart, 2011). Stewart (2011) found that not all teachers in Canada are welcoming 
refugee students in their classrooms. During his interviews with teachers, Stewart 
noted that teachers might have negative perceptions of refugee students, espe-
cially if  these students are lacking language skills, which is often the case. The 
negative perceptions can lead teachers to avoid working with refugee students and 
to prefer having homogeneous classrooms with only Canadian students. The same 
study showed that teachers might assume that war- affected  children are like any 
other immigrants and should not be given preferential treatment or that they have 
to teach the same way they are used to despite who is in their classroom.

Other teachers are willing to work with war- affected  children, but they fear their 
personal well- being  will be emotionally affected by being involved in traumatic experi-
ences (Young & Jacky Chan, 2014).  Others feel that they lack adequate preparation 
and training to effectively work with war- affected  children (Blanchet- Cohen et  al., 
2017; Stewart, 2011; Young & Jacky Chan, 2014). This lack of preparation could lead to 
negative consequences in working with war- affected  children. For example, Denov 
and Blanchet- Cohen (2014) found that war- affected  children might recall their trauma 
 after hearing unintentionally harmful comments from their teachers. A  simple sen-
tence like “We  will leave you  here alone if you  don’t do this” can be terrifying for 
 children who heard the same sentence in a context filled with brutality. Moreover, 
teachers commented on the challenges of balancing the needs of war- affected  children 
with the needs of other  children in the classroom (Young & Jacky Chan, 2014).

Therefore, working with war- affected  children not only requires motivated 
teachers who are willing to support  children affected by conflicts but also teachers 
who know how to provide this support. It is thus imperative that teachers gain 
comprehensive understanding of challenges faced by war- affected  children, their 
needs, and the best practices to address  those needs. This should also take into 
consideration that the experiences of war- affected  children vary depending on the 
par tic u lar contexts and types of trauma, which  will differ within and across refu-
gee groups (Young & Jacky Chan, 2014). This means that teachers should be ready, 
not  after the fact but before they begin working with war- affected students.
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supporting teachers to support  
war- affected  children
Although the Association of Canadian Deans of Education (2017), in the General 
Accord on Initial Teacher Education, pre sents princi ples of social justice and 
equity, and teacher education programs are increasingly concerned with diversity 
(Crocker & Dibbon, 2008; MacDonald, 2010; Van Nuland, 2011), teachers still 
require preparation to work with war- affected  children. To date  there is relatively 
 little research on teacher preparation and pedagogy related to working with refu-
gee  children in the Global North. The majority of existing research on teacher 
preparation addresses the needs of refugees and immigrants but through a lens of 
diversity and multiculturalism, with the objective to facilitate their integration in 
their new socie ties. Research from this perspective focuses on the academic achieve-
ment of immigrant students, the effect of language on their learning, and the gap 
between teacher and student educational expectations (Wiseman & Galegher, 
2019).  These areas of focus do not directly address the work with war- affected 
 children or refugee students. Although, the available research points to the need 
to include work with war- affected  children in teacher’s education programs 
(Blanchet- Cohen et al., 2017; Denov & Akesson, 2017; Stewart, 2011; Wiseman & 
Galegher, 2019), few have identified the topics and issues that such programs 
should include. An exception is the work of Blanchet- Cohen et al. (2017), who see 
that understanding war- affected  children’s experiences, especially their premigra-
tion experiences, is crucial in working with them and that teachers should be 
equipped with this knowledge before working with  children. Moreover, they 
argue that teacher professional programs must include creating safe spaces where 
war- affected  children can share their stories and complex histories. Without  these 
safe spaces war- affected  children are exposed to the risks of deepening feelings of 
isolation and marginalization. Similarly, Strekalova and Hoot (2008) note that 
teachers need to be informed about the history of refugee  children and how it 
affects their be hav ior in school. Stewart (2011), as well, argues that courses on teach-
ing war- affected  children should be integrated into preser vice and in- service 
teachers’ training programs. He recommended including activities for teachers that 
tackle teachers’ self- management, including self- reflection; issues that students 
have as they enter the classroom and the available support for students; peace 
building; counseling skills; stress reduction and wellness; anger management; 
resilience; and storytelling as a path  toward healing.

MacNevin (2012), while exploring the teaching and learning practices sur-
rounding refugee students in Prince Edward Island, Canada, noted that despite 
the fact that teachers received some types of professional development related to 
teaching students from diff er ent countries, cultures, and backgrounds, they still 
want more professional development that is related to refugee students and how 
to meet their needs. Teachers would like to receive training on how to work with 
refugee students, how to include them in school learning communities, and how 
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to support them in acquiring basic language skills. Accordingly, MacNevin recom-
mends the following areas of training in teacher professional development: inclu-
sion and skills in building on students’ prior experiences. For Ghosh et al. (2019), 
it is key that teachers know the background of students, the students’ communi-
ties, the signs of trauma and the kind of professional help available, and how to 
identify the specific type of help needed. And fi nally, teachers need to know more 
about themselves, their perceptions, biases, attitudes, and be hav iors.

In addition, Cummins (2012) argues that teachers’ interactions that re spect 
and affirm student identity are the most empowering. For Cummins, the sense of 
belonging that a child develops in school depends mainly on teachers’ values and 
attitudes. However, it is widely acknowledged that teacher– student interactions 
are moderated by teachers’ expectations for students’ diff er ent levels of achieve-
ments or per for mance (Dusek, 1985; Hamilton, 2004). Thus, if teachers have rigid 
ste reo types or cultural biases related to students, they  will be more likely to gener-
ate negative expectations that lead to negative be hav ior in the classroom. This 
could be manifested in negative feedback or comments to students. Knowing that 
war- affected  children come from cultures that are diff er ent than the ones in their 
hosting communities, the risk of teachers’ negative ste reo types is high. Therefore, 
Hamilton (2004) argues that interventions which seek to influence teachers’ views, 
knowledge, and expectations of refugee  children are impor tant in supporting 
them. He highlights the danger of teachers’ low expectations for refugee  children 
in terms of their academic capabilities. Such low expectations can influence teach-
ers’ be hav ior  toward their students.

what’s culture got to do with it?  
cross- cultural competencies and  
cultural safety
We would be remiss if we did not put culture at the center of this work. We know 
that teachers need much more than academic skills to work with war- affected 
 children. Interestingly, Wiseman and Galegher (2019) noted that teacher- training 
programs in countries affected by war and immediate post- conflict zones (e.g., 
refugee camps) are more frequent and more highly developed than programs in 
stable, developed hosting countries. This is  because national governments and 
international organ izations are more focused on building the capacities of teach-
ers to support war- affected  children in their early vulnerable situation.

In our discussion, we start with reviewing the idea of cross- cultural competencies. 
To avoid developing low expectations, Hyder (1998) recommends supporting 
teachers in developing their cross- cultural competencies and gaining knowledge 
of the diff er ent cultures that exist in their classroom. This preparation requires an 
awareness of one’s own cultural beliefs and values, then understanding other cul-
tures that exist in classrooms. For Sparks (1989), adopting culturally responsive 
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teaching approaches includes acknowledging the cultural diversity in classrooms, 
supporting and valuing this diversity, and using diff er ent learning styles to build 
on existing cultural backgrounds. Researchers have begun to explore skills and 
competencies needed to work with war- affected  children and refugees in general. 
For example, Akesson (2018) argues that prac ti tion ers working with refugee 
 children, especially  those affected by war, must be aware of the vari ous ways that 
 people from diff er ent backgrounds cope. For Akesson (2018), “ those who work 
with war- affected  children should educate themselves and  others about culturally 
competent practice . . .  [which] reflects an ongoing commitment to learning 
about the experiences of refugee youth” (p. 371).

Lum (2007) has identified four key components of cultural competence— 
cultural awareness, knowledge acquisition, skill development, and inductive 
learning— that could be applied to prac ti tion ers working with war- affected 
 children to help them develop their knowledge and address  children’s needs. Cul-
tural awareness starts with understanding oneself, reflecting on personal experi-
ences, engaging with  people from other cultures, and exploring any biases that 
might arise. Knowledge acquisition entails understanding  others’ cultures (e.g., 
cultures of refugees’ origins) and their personal experiences (e.g., experiences of 
oppression, migration), and critically evaluating this knowledge. Skill develop-
ment involves developing the appropriate skills to work with par tic u lar cultures. 
Fi nally, inductive learning means that  those working with war- affected  children, 
drawing on their enhanced knowledge and skills, follow a lifelong pro cess of 
understanding  others’ experiences and cultures (Akesson, 2018).

But the idea of cultural competencies does not fully address the precarious sit-
uation of war- affected  children, particularly in the context of inequities in power 
between teachers and other professionals and war- affected  children. For that rea-
son, we want to emphasize the notion of cultural safety. Much of the work on cul-
tural safety comes out of work with Indigenous communities, particularly in the 
context of health care.  There are many definitions of cultural safety (see Curtis 
et  al., 2019). In relation to the work with war- affected  children, Lenette (2019) 
states that “in a research context, cultural safety means that Knowledge Holders’ 
perspectives about proj ect design, implementation, evaluation and dissemination 
and the research team are central, not peripheral, concerns. Knowledge Holders 
are able to contribute their perspectives without fear of being misunderstood. 
They are confident that their narratives  will be respected and recognised to their 
just value rather than be de- contextualised to fit agendas that serve the needs of 
researchers and academic institutions” (p.  15). Applied to educational contexts, 
we think of the many diff er ent ways that par tic u lar forms of knowledge are privi-
leged over  others. But we also think of the “taken for grantedness” of the institu-
tion of school itself and the everyday life of the classroom typically orchestrated 
by the teacher who makes assumptions about home and community and what is 
safe for  children to reveal in public contexts.
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critical reflection: starting with ourselves
We consciously teach what we know but unconsciously we teach what we are.

(Hamachek, 1999, p. 194).

As highlighted in the previous section, teachers’ self- knowledge is key. Reflection 
is a promising area for further exploration in teacher preparation for working with 
war- affected  children and is something we attempt to model in the introduction to 
this chapter in our own reflexive accounts. Research on reflection can be traced 
back de cades to the work of Dewey (1910), who criticized the technical view of 
teaching that dominated the 1980s. He questioned the nature of teaching, differ-
entiated between teaching as transmission and teaching for understanding, and 
drew serious attention to the notion of reflection. For Dewey (1910), “Genuine 
freedom is intellectual; it rests in the trained power of thought to turn  things over, 
to look at  matters deliberately” (p. 66; italics mine). He described reflection as a 
pro cess that involves the act of looking at and describing experience, and a way of 
meeting and responding to prob lems. In conceptualizing reflection Dewey defined 
three impor tant aspects: open- mindedness, responsibility, and  wholeheartedness. 
Open- mindedness is the ability to see prob lems from diff er ent points of view, to 
listen to  others, to be sensitive, and to understand  others’ arguments. Responsibility 
is the need to question and examine why something is worth believing in. Whole-
heartedness is the full engagement of one in the flow of thoughts and the interest 
in, enthusiasm for, and willingness to seek knowing (Loughran, 2006). Thus 
reflection involves “intuition, emotion, and passion and is not something that can 
be neatly packaged as a set of techniques for teachers” (Zeichner & Liston, 1996, 
p. 9). Reflection encourages teachers to become researchers of their own learn-
ing by helping them to foster a spirit of inquiry to identify the connection between 
the nature of knowing and the nature of learning (Brandenburg et  al., 2017; 
Mitchell & Weber, 1999).

Many scholars have explored, extended, and challenged the work of Dewey on 
reflection.  There are scholars who focused on the transformative aspect of reflec-
tion and how reflection and critical analy sis change practices, which contributes to 
transforming socie ties (Zeichner & Liston, 1987). For example, Zeichner and 
Liston (1987) argue that teachers contribute to building socially just socie ties when 
they reflect on instructional and institutional practices. However, a significant work 
that extended Dewey’s approach to reflection was that of Donald Schön (1987; 
1994) who linked reflection and practice. Schön highlighted that the need to be a 
skilled professional drives individuals to develop their understanding about the 
way they conduct their work. This placed practice as a part of the knowledge base 
of many professions. In education, this knowledge base might be found in books; 
however, prac ti tion ers need to better understand what they know and develop this 
knowledge of practice. Schön, followed by other scholars, held that reflection 
would help teachers reconsider what they learned in practice and further develop 
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their knowledge (Loughran, 2002). For Schön, learning in practice starts with 
teachers taking a step back from their work to look at it, with the perspective of 
identifying and solving prob lems. To detail this pro cess, Valli (1997) accounted for 
five diff er ent types of reflection: technical reflection, reflection in and on action, 
deliberative reflection, personalistic reflection, and critical reflection.

Reflection on practice is an essential attribute of good teacher per for mance, 
and reflection is a cornerstone for the pedagogy of teacher education; many 
teacher education programs adopt reflection as a foundation (Loughran, 2002; 
Valli, 1997). However, as highlighted by Loughran (2002), being encouraged to 
reflect is not enough; the need to reflect, the context, the nature of the prob lem, 
and the anticipated value of such reflection have an impact on what is reflected 
on and for what purpose. All  these ele ments are impor tant in examining reflection 
in preser vice teacher education programs, other wise reflection risks becoming 
routinized. For example, Loughran considered identifying a prob lem and the way we 
frame it as the anchor of an effective reflective practice. If preser vice teachers sim-
ply state a prob lem to student teachers, this  will not make it vis i ble to them. They 
need a reason to see the prob lem in diff er ent ways, which is the most impor tant 
aspect of developing reflective practice. Therefore, reflection in preser vice teacher 
education is encouraged to engage teachers and students to get into a learning 
pro cess where they are active researchers reflecting on their own experiences and 
where they do both “seeing” and “action” (Brandenburg et al., 2017; Mitchell & 
Weber, 1999). Moreover, Loughran (2002) asserts that engaging preser vice teach-
ers in a proj ect and creating an opportunity for them to be researchers, with a 
focus on practice, encourages them to start framing and reframing problematic 
situations. In  doing so, much of the learning about practice that preser vice teach-
ers develop  will be driven by their own experiences and concerns, and they  will be 
responsive and ready to attend to  future situations.

However, as Brandenburg et al. (2017) note, reflection is not likely to be value 
 free; therefor, emerging frameworks that include the notion of social justice are 
particularly promising. This is something that Mitchell et al. (2020) highlight in 
their work related to gender- based vio lence and HIV and AIDS with preser vice 
teachers in rural South Africa. For this reason, we see it as vital to look at ways to 
incorporate a broad range of practices that are meant to engage new teachers in 
reflection and self- study, and in essence questioning their own personal and pro-
fessional positionalities, something that can be seen increasingly in work that 
questions settler perspectives in Indigenous education. Hampton and DiMartini 
(2017), for example, describe the use of preser vice teacher- produced digital story-
telling creations in a teacher education classroom as an entry point to critically 
engage in issues related to land and colonization. Mitchell et al. (2019) highlight 
how the use of film viewing in the preparation of professionals in areas such as 
education, nursing, and social work can be helpful as a tool for questioning power 
as an issue that is key in working with newcomers and war- affected  children. They 
observe the following in their work on critical reflection:
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Research suggests that interacting with authority figures  after lengthy immigra-
tion pro cesses is often a source of trauma for resettled refugees (George, 2012). 
New social work students may not have developed the reflexivity to realize that 
they themselves represent a profession that can be experienced as an instru-
ment of social control by  those they serve and not the practice of promoting 
social justice as the student coming into social work may believe. The many 
films portraying professionals such as teachers coming into community practice 
with, for example, inner- city youth as we see in Dangerous Minds (Simpson 
et al., 1995) highlight this dichotomy with a par tic u lar astuteness allowing stu-
dents to “see ourselves as  others see us” and to consider how they themselves 
 will navigate the formation of their professional identity (Clarke et al., 2016). 
The “perspective- taking” pro cess in holistic humanities educational activities 
closely resembles the linkages between individuals,  family, community, envi-
ronmental and multicultural influences (Moxley & Feen, 2016). (Mitchell et al., 
2019, pp. 75–76)

We think of the emerging collection of fictional films dealing with  children in 
marginalized and refugee status, such as Capernaum, would be useful in support-
ing reflexive approaches. Central to this work might be questions of one’s identity 
as the viewer, but also which stories are absent, and in the pro cess making a place 
for a consideration of where, for example, are the stories of refugee adolescent 
girls, refugee  children with disabilities, and so on.

At the same time, one might look at ways of supporting preser vice teachers’ 
reflective practice through action research and participatory initiatives with 
war- affected  children. For example, a number of the student volunteers who 
supported the Art Connecting workshops described in Claudia’s reflection at 
the beginning of this chapter, talked (in their reflective pieces presented at the 
end of the art book Art Connecting) about how participating in that proj ect had 
not only made them more aware of the situation of  children of asylum seekers 
but also how they felt motivated to embark on participatory classroom- based 
or community proj ects where they might take further action. Such student- led or 
student- driven proj ects could also become incorporated as more formal aspects 
of a “curriculum in the making” model of professional development in which 
preser vice teachers develop arts- based activities, such as art- making, develop-
ing picture books, photovoice, cellphilming (cellphone+video), and digital sto-
rytelling with war- affected  children (see also Mandrona et  al., chapter  13, this 
volume). Alongside the obvious value for the  children involved, such initiatives 
are ideal for framing the kinds of questions that are so impor tant for beginning 
teachers in becoming reflexive: Where am I in this proj ect? What does it mean 
to coproduce knowledge? What am I learning about power? What difference 
does this work make? In summary, we see such approaches as being particularly 
valuable in programs for preparing new teachers to work with war- affected 
 children.
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conclusion
Clearly, schools are impor tant places where war- affected  children can receive sup-
port and start developing a sense of belonging. (See also D’Amico, chapter  11). 
School staff, especially teachers, are well placed to support war- affected  children 
 because they are in daily contact with them. However, research shows that schools 
in Canada are not meeting the needs of war- affected  children. Teachers in Canada 
often feel the lack of adequate preparation to work with war- affected  children, and 
additional professional development is needed in this area. Much of the lit er a ture 
on schools and teacher education addresses the needs of refugees through a mul-
ticulturalism and diversity lens, which is often more related to the profiles of 
immigrants who face the challenges of fitting in to a new world. Our analy sis 
reflects a gap between war- affected needs and teachers’ preparation to work with 
war- affected  children, and we laud efforts, such as the General Accord on Initial 
Teacher Education (2017) as developed by the Association of Deans of Education 
of Canada, to influence policies related to guiding teaching education programs in 
relation to war- affected  children. While we know that  there are no easy answers, 
we regard reflexive “starting with ourselves” approaches as aligning well with the 
global proj ect of supporting refugee  children and young  people.
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4 • THE THUNDER OF WAR  
IS MUCH LESS HEARD
Engaging Young  People and Older  
Adults to Restore Social Cohesion  
in the Midst of Crisis in Eastern Ukraine

K A R E N  PA U L ,  I N K A  W E I SS B E C K E R ,  
K ATI E  M U L L I N S,  A N D  A N D R E W J O N E S

Armed conflict weakens the social fabric of the affected community 
(Somasundaram, 2007, 2010; Ventevogel, 2015). The social fabric consists of the 
cohesion, connectedness, and emotional and practical support experienced by 
community members. Insecurity affects social cohesion as the safe places to gather 
and socialize lessen, community members are displaced or move away. Despite 
the impact of armed conflict on this communal social fabric, young  people and 
older adults are an impor tant remaining resource, contributing to restoring rela-
tionships and natu ral support systems. Joint initiatives engaging both young 
 people and older adults may foster healthy development and well- being. Yet the 
academic and gray lit er a ture pays  little attention to joint initiatives between  these 
two groups in the midst of armed conflict. To address this gap, this chapter high-
lights the challenges young  people and older adults experience within conflict set-
tings alongside their abilities to contribute to community restoration. This chapter 
emphasizes joint initiatives using participatory techniques between young  people 
and older adults as a promising practice by drawing on the experience of Interna-
tional Medical Corps in Eastern Ukraine.

the armed conflict in ukraine
In 2019, armed conflict in Eastern Ukraine was a protracted crisis affecting an esti-
mated 5.2 million  people, leaving 1.5 million persons internally displaced (Office 
for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs [OCHA], 2019).1 Young  people 
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and older adults constitute a large portion of affected Ukrainians. Approximately 
30  percent of  those in need of humanitarian support  were conflict- affected older 
adults (OCHA, 2018). Among  house holds of internally displaced persons, an esti-
mated 18   percent of persons  were 60 or older (International Organ ization for 
Mobilization [IOM], 2018). Twenty- eight  percent of persons  were younger than 
18 (IOM, 2018). The armed conflict also influences Ukraine’s social fabric. Ukrai-
nian adults and young  people who  were internally displaced reported feelings of 
fear, longing for home, their  children’s experiences with conflict at school, and dif-
ficulties developing relationships with the host community (Murray et al., 2018). 
Some Ukrainians who  were internally displaced felt stronger connections to their 
previous communities than their current community (IOM, 2018). Some inter-
nally displaced Ukrainians also reported feeling discriminated against, due to their 
status as an internally displaced person (IOM, 2018).  These changes to the social 
fabric, combined with the large presence of Ukrainian young  people and older 
adults, creates a strong rationale for increased attention to  these age groups.

young  people and older adults  
affected by armed conflict
The Need to Focus on Young  People Affected by Armed Conflict
Armed conflict may negatively influence a young person’s development (Masten & 
Narayan, 2012; Miller- Graff & Cummings, 2017) due to exposure to vio lence and 
the multiple losses experienced by young  people (Bragin, 2007). For example, 
 children may lose cultural continuity, connection to loved ones, familiar places, 
and language (Bragin, 2007). The conflict may also influence their parents’ ability 
to care for them, further affecting their development (Bragin, 2007). Armed con-
flict may also negatively affect young  people’s ability to successfully navigate their 
key developmental tasks, such as identity formation ( Jones, 1998). However, 
among  children affected by war or who have experienced maltreatment,  factors 
such as having supportive relationships with parents, innovative coping strategies, 
and a shared sense of hope are associated with healthy development (Flores, 
Cicchetti, & Rogosch, 2005; Masten & Narayan, 2012; Tol, Song, & Jordans, 2013; 
Panter- Brick et  al. 2014 as cited in Punamäki, 2014). For war- affected  children, 
research demonstrates the importance of spiritual activities, cultural rituals, and 
community support to promote their well- being and healthy cognitive develop-
ment (Betancourt et al., 2013; Eggerman & Panter- Brick, 2010, as cited in Punamaki, 
2014). Including young  people in the design and implementation of interven-
tions can foster a sense of agency, feelings of hope, and usefulness (Bragin, 2007), 
promoting their healthy development and well- being, even in the midst of war. 
Further, young  people are active agents who contribute to their families’ and com-
munities’ health as well as their own health (World Health Organ ization [WHO], 
2014). WHO (2014) stresses the importance of young persons’ involvement to 
create, implement, and evaluate interventions. Yet  there is a need for further 



 The Thunder of War Is Much Less Heard 65

exploration on how to support young  people and older adults to successfully 
develop and implement effective intergenerational interventions in the midst of 
armed conflict.

Ukrainian Young Persons
Within Eastern Ukraine, community- level assessments explored the experiences 
of young  people (United Nations [UN], 2015; UNICEF, 2019) as well as  children 
and young  people (International Medical Corps, 2016a; International Medical 
Corps- UNICEF, 2018). To learn more about the concerns and resources among 
young persons in Eastern Ukraine, International Medical Corps conducted an 
assessment, consisting of 465 surveys, to guide program development. Partici-
pants included parents (274), adult  family members or relatives (49), relatives (41), 
teachers (33), guardians (18), social workers (18), grandparents (23), familiar 
persons (6), and other participants (3). Two local Ukrainian nongovernmental 
organ izations conducted the assessment. This assessment explored participants’ 
perceptions of stressors, difficulties, and the impact of the conflict on  children and 
young  people’s daily lives in order to understand their priority concerns. Young 
 people aged 12 to 18 reported the following key stressors and challenges: the mili-
tary situation, attacks, shooting, curfew, admission to university,  family financial 
difficulties, negative information in the media, and social prob lems (International 
Medical Corps, 2016a). Within the villages, additional challenges for young  people 
 were low wages, unemployment, organ izing leisure activities, communicating 
with each other, fighting, insecurity, armed conflict, fear of mobilization, and high 
tuition fees.

The conflict has affected young  people’s daily lives as they experienced anxiety 
and fears; increased patriotic identity; loss of faith; poor choice of educational insti-
tutions; a lack of affordable places; and a lack of confidence in tomorrow (Interna-
tional Medical Corps, 2016a). Parents or caregivers of  children and young  people in 
Eastern Ukraine reported the following difficulties, listed in order of the most fre-
quently described: financial difficulties, low standard of living, unemployment, 
stresses, war, uncertainty of tomorrow, the deteriorating situation in the country, and 
 family relationships (International Medical Corps, 2016a). More recently,  children 
and young  people continued to report difficulties related to the conflict, such as 
challenges with parents, prob lems socializing, as well as a lack of social and recre-
ational activities (International Medical Corps- UNICEF, 2018). Regarding chal-
lenges with parents,  children and young  people reported prob lems communicating 
with parents, financial stress among parents, and distress related to  family separa-
tion, such as divorce (International Medical Corps- UNICEF, 2018).

Despite  these challenges, resources exist within Ukrainian  children, young 
 people, and their broader environments. Based on International Medical Corps’s 
(2016a) assessment, perceptions of traits at the individual level that help  children 
and young  people do well  were self- confidence or self- esteem, commitment, opti-
mism, passion about work or public life, and perseverance. At the  family level, 
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perceptions of  family traits among  children and young  people who are  doing well 
 were  family support, understanding, feelings of re spect and trust, caring, loving, 
financial stability, and communication with  family (International Medical Corps, 
2016a). Perceptions of community traits that help  children and young  people do 
well  were the support of friends, teachers, and community;  family support; 
mutual assistance; harmonious development; and calm in the situation in the 
state and society as well as peace (International Medical Corps, 2016a). Figures 4.1, 
4.2, and 4.3 depict the perceived individual,  family, and community characteristics 
of  children and young  people who are  doing well.

More recently,  children and young  people reported participating in activities 
perceived to be examples of positive coping strategies, such as sports, fitness, 
 music, and art as well as communicating with  family and friends (International 
Medical Corps- UNICEF, 2018). Based on a study from Eastern Ukraine, support 
from parents and teachers combined with executive and collaborative skills fos-
ters resilience among young  people who experience vio lence at home or school 
(UNICEF, 2019). Supportive peer relationships, an emotional connection to 
school, joint problem- solving abilities, interdependent values, and a tolerance for 
diversity also characterize young  people who are more resilient amid the conflict 
in Eastern Ukraine (UNICEF, 2019). UNICEF (2019) considered social tolerance 
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as “the degree to which one is tolerant  toward diff er ent groups (e.g., Muslims, 
Jews, Roma) in terms of personal interaction and/or ac cep tance in the commu-
nity” (p. 54). This study found that tolerance for diversity is “a key motivator 
for non- violent citizenship. Adolescents who can celebrate diversity intuitively 
understand the rationale of non- violent engagement, namely to peacefully negoti-
ate differences in perspectives, concerns and priorities between diverse  people 
and groups, for a more cohesive society” (UNICEF, 2019, p.  42). Building on 
UNICEF’s (2019) findings, supporting young  people’s efforts to engage with 
diverse groups, such as older adults, may further restore young  people’s ability to 
meaningfully engage with diverse groups in the community affected by conflict, 
thus promoting restoration of social cohesion. As described in chapter 1 on the 
state of the art of the socio- ecological model, intersectionality acknowledges 
the existence of structural forces that may leave a person more vulnerable based 
on their identities, such as age, gender, race, class, or citizenship status. Therefore, 
applying an intersectional lens to intergenerational activities and supporting 
young  people and older adults in efforts to embrace diversity as well as to engage 
with  others of diff er ent identities may be an impor tant means of promoting social 
cohesion among communities affected by conflict.

Community- level assessments identified existing sources of support for 
 children and young  people within their families, schools, and communities. When 
asked who is providing support to  children and young  people in this situation, 
participants stated parents or  family, volunteers or public organ izations, social ser-
vices as well as friends or relatives (International Medical Corps, 2016a).  Children 
and young  people receive the available help or support through targeted assis-
tance from organ izations, participation in vari ous activities; conversations with 
parents, relatives or friends, and humanitarian aid (International Medical Corps, 
2016a). Parents supported  children or young  people through organ izing leisure, 
providing more communication and support, giving material support, creating a 
positive  family atmosphere, and giving moral support. Participants stated that the 
community helped  children or young  people through rehabilitation centers and 
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 family support centers, direct support of organ izations or volunteers, and school 
or kindergarten activities (International Medical Corps, 2016a). Some partici-
pants also stated that the community  didn’t help them, or the participants  didn’t 
know how the community helped  children and young  people (International Med-
ical Corps, 2016a).

More recently,  children and young  people reported accessing social support 
from teachers, parents or caregivers,  family members, friends, and older adults in 
the community (International Medical Corps- UNICEF, 2018). When experienc-
ing distress,  children and young  people also accessed support through the internet 
or from school psychologists (International Medical Corps- UNICEF, 2018). 
Notably, males received support from health facilities and athletic coaches (Inter-
national Medical Corps- UNICEF, 2018).  Children and young  people reported 
involvement in their community through concerts, sports, or recreational activi-
ties (International Medical Corps- UNICEF, 2018).  Children and young  people 
also engaged in activities to restore their communities, such as preparing commu-
nity spaces for events or helping with repairs at church (International Medical 
Corps- UNICEF, 2018). The following  were barriers for  children and young  people 
to participate in recreational and leisure activities:  limited finances for activities, a 
lack of spaces to or ga nize activities, difficulties with transportation, isolation, and 
low levels of motivation (International Medical Corps- UNICEF, 2018).

Assessment respondents described the following additional  things that could 
be done to help young  people in this situation: creating centers for young  people, 
ending the military conflict or opening borders, providing affordable education 
and medicine, developing new places to work, and attracting young  people to vol-
unteer (International Medical Corps, 2016a). To support caregivers of  children 
and young  people, recommendations are to create new workplaces, provide decent 
wages, open psychological centers, give psychological support, end the military 
conflict, improve financial and humanitarian assistance, and receive state assis-
tance (International Medical Corps, 2016a). In a more recent assessment, partici-
pants described additional actions that could be taken to engage  children and 
young  people, such as facilitating recreational activities, material and financial 
support, social and psychological support,  human resources, and relationships 
with adults. Notably,  children, young  people, and adults all highlighted the need 
to strengthen relationships between the younger generation and adults.  Children 
and young  people reported difficulties in communicating with educators, par-
ents, and caregivers. Similarly, adults described the need for support to talk with 
 children and young  people (International Medical Corps- UNICEF, 2018).

Despite  these challenges, young  people are active in their communities across 
Ukraine (UN, 2015). Sixteen  percent of young  people who responded to a United 
Nations survey stated that they provided support to internally displaced persons 
or  those affected by military actions (UN, 2015). Fifteen  percent of young  people 
who responded provided support to persons affected by other crises (UN, 2015). 
Thirty- eight  percent of respondents participated in civil society organ izations 
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during the past year. Specifically, the young  people engaged in volunteer activities, 
humanitarian initiatives, and sports activities (UN, 2015). Most frequently, young 
 people reported volunteering to raise money for participants involved in the crisis 
in Eastern Ukraine, cleaning land, and facilitating assistance for  those in need 
(UN, 2015). Young  people also expressed interest in supporting  those affected by 
crisis (UN, 2015). Similarly, the findings from UNICEF’s (2019) recent study sug-
gested that young  people who experience the conflict find purpose and strength 
by creating feelings of solidarity and pursuing goals that extend beyond themselves 
(UNICEF, 2019). Connection to school, tolerance of diversity, and a pro- social 
orientation— such as collaboration skills, empathy, and interdependent values— 
support young  people to peacefully engage as citizens (UNICEF, 2019).

The Need to Focus on Older Adults Affected by Armed Conflict
The Humanitarian Inclusion Standards for Older  People and  People with Disabilities 
(ADCAP, 2018) defines older adults in humanitarian contexts as persons 50 and 
over. Older adulthood is another impor tant time for development, yet the key 
developmental tasks for older adults differ from  those of young  people. Relevant 
milestones for emotional and social development in late adulthood are to “come 
to term(s) with life” and continually pursue opportunities for fulfillment and per-
sonal development (Berk, 2017, p. 643). Armed conflict may influence older adults’ 
abilities to achieve  these developmental milestones. In an emergency, the losses 
and movement of  people influence the social fabric. Older adults are more vul-
nerable to  these disruptions, particularly if they require care from  others and their 
social support is  limited (WHO, 2008). As older adults are not a homogeneous 
group, it is impor tant to consider unique needs and contributions of diverse older 
adults during program assessment and design (Kaga & Nakache, 2019). For exam-
ple, some older adults may have physical disabilities, and female older adults may 
be especially vulnerable to abuse during a crisis (Ridout, 2016). Despite  these 
challenges, older adults are active agents who can contribute to their communities 
(HAI, 2000; Wells, 2005). Older adults are a significant asset to promote recovery 
from crises (WHO, 2008). For example, older adults cared for orphans and 
 children within refugee camps in Sudan (Wells, 2005). Yet older adults constitute 
a population receiving minimal attention in conflict settings (HAI, 2000; Wells, 
2005).  There is a lack of research exploring  mental health and psychosocial sup-
port interventions for older adults in humanitarian crises (Blanchet et al., 2017). 
Although the conflict may create barriers to older adults’ healthy development, 
older adults’ ability to contribute to the community may still provide them with 
opportunities to achieve  these key developmental tasks.

Ukrainian Older Adults
Organ izations that support older adults in Eastern Ukraine conducted assessments, 
exploring the experiences of conflict- affected older adults (HAI, 2018; Interna-
tional Medical Corps, 2016c). Through  these assessments, older adults in Eastern 
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Ukraine described feelings of loneliness, isolation, and a lack of community 
involvement (HAI, 2018). Ukrainian older adults also reported prob lems with 
abuse or vio lence, as well as psychosocial challenges, such as changes in sleep rou-
tines, crying, or ongoing memories associated with the conflict (HAI, 2018). 
Older adults may also be frustrated and in need of support, feel sad, and require 
places to speak (International Medical Corps, 2016c). Ukrainian older adults may 
also experience difficulties accessing their benefits or entitlements (International 
Medical Corps, 2016c). Some participants stated that older adults may feel a stron-
ger sense of safety at home and prefer to be in their  houses, compared with young 
 people, who may be more mobile (International Medical Corps, 2016c). Older 
adults may also experience more difficulties than  children  because they lack jobs 
and are worried (International Medical Corps, 2016c). Yet other participants 
stated that older adults may be calmer and do not feel as tense or anxious from the 
bombs and shelling (International Medical Corps, 2016c).

Community- level assessments highlighted existing community resources for 
older adults (International Medical Corps, 2016c). For example, a librarian hosted 
parties for older adults during the holidays (International Medical Corps, 2016c). 
In one village,  there was an Older  People Society Group for older adults and vet-
erans (International Medical Corps, 2016c). To decrease isolation among older 
adults, assessments identified the need for community- based activities involving 
older adults (HAI, 2018). Notably, the key in for mants from villages in Eastern 
Ukraine emphasized the lack of activities for older adults and the potential benefit 
of including older adults in events (International Medical Corps, 2016c). Partici-
pants described how older adults requested activities for themselves, stating that 
 children already participate in activities at their schools, whereas older adults are 
not supported (International Medical Corps, 2016c).

existing global guidelines for ser vice provision
Overall Relevant Global Guidelines
Existing global guidelines (IASC, 2007; Sphere, 2018), operational guidelines 
(UNICEF, 2018) and guidance notes (IASC, 2019) offer direction to provide care 
for young  people and older adults in the midst of humanitarian settings. Commu-
nities affected by a crisis may experience a lack of involvement in the provision of 
care and ser vices (IASC, 2007). However, involvement in the emergency response 
can increase feelings of control and promote recovery from the emergency (IASC, 
2007). Local community members often begin responding to the emergency. 
However, external actors may disregard  these existing initiatives started by the 
local population to care for themselves and  others. Further, external supports may 
undermine  these existing initiatives rather than building on them, resulting in an 
unsustainable response (IASC, 2007). To address this prob lem, global guidelines 
highlight the importance of fostering community mobilization and self- help 
(IASC, 2007; Sphere, 2018). A recent guidance note provides additional recom-
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mendations on how to implement community- based  mental health and psycho-
social support led by community members themselves, through the pro cess of 
community mobilization (IASC, 2019). Community mobilization addresses chal-
lenges and priority concerns within affected communities by building on the 
available resources (IASC, 2019). The Inter- Agency Standing Committee (IASC) 
Guidelines for  Mental Health and Psychosocial Support (MHPSS) in Emergen-
cies (IASC, 2007) also recommend conducting an assessment to identify existing 
resources and priority needs in order to inform programing. Where pos si ble, it is 
impor tant to coordinate this assessment with other actors. Based on the recom-
mendations from  these global guidelines, older adults and young  people should 
be considered as potential community leaders who may already be responding to 
the emergency, particularly in the Ukrainian context, where  there is a large pres-
ence of both older adults and young  people.

Global Guidelines Focused on Young  People
In many emergency settings, external actors may provide ser vices targeted  toward 
young  people or  children without consideration of their caregivers or  family 
members. Yet caregivers and  family members play a significant role in the healthy 
development and well- being of  children (UNICEF, 2018). Existing global guide-
lines emphasize the importance of caring for caregivers (IASC, 2007) and the 
importance of strengthening natu ral and informal supports surrounding  children 
(IASC, 2007; UNICEF, 2018). Young  people and older adults themselves are a crit-
ical natu ral support that should not be undermined. Older adults are another 
resource in the affected community that should be considered as a potential resource 
to support healthy development and well- being among young  people.

Global Guidelines Focused on Older Adults
Global guidelines, documents, and tools discussing the experiences of older adults 
affected by emergencies outline the need for increased attention to the unique cir-
cumstances of older adults in humanitarian emergencies (ADCAP, 2018; Akerkar & 
Bhardwaj, 2018; HAI, 2000, 2015; Hutton, 2008; UN, 2002; Wells, 2005; WHO, 
2008). Among  these documents, a key theme is the importance of considering 
older adults’ unique vulnerabilities (HAI, 2000; UN, 2002; Wells, 2005), such as 
isolation, which makes older adults even more vulnerable (HAI, 2000). Older 
adults may also be viewed negatively as lacking full potential due to their age 
(HAI, 2000). Within humanitarian emergencies, consultations to guide program-
ming may lack older adults’ perspectives (HAI, 2000). However, global guidelines 
and key documents outlining best practices emphasize the need for humanitarian 
actors to identify and consult with older adults to properly assess older adults’ 
concerns, as well as existing resources, and then develop quality ser vices (HAI, 
2000, 2015; Wells, 2005; UN, 2002). Key approaches for supporting older adults 
affected by emergencies are the importance of ensuring that older adults have 
access to ser vices (HAI, 2000; UN, 2002), including older adults in the design and 
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delivery of interventions (HAI, 2000; Wells, 2005; UN 2002), recognizing the 
contribution of older adults (HAI, 2000; UN, 2002), and considering older adults 
within the broader “context of their families and communities” (HAI, 2000, p. 2). 
To support older adults within the broader context of their  family and commu-
nity, it is impor tant to “assist older persons to re- establish  family and social ties” 
(UN, 2002, p.  32). WHO (2008) also recommends including older adults as 
participants and leaders in social, spiritual, educational, or recreational activities.

the benefits of engagement between  
young  people and older adults
Young  people and older adults may both benefit from mutual engagement (Stan-
ford, 2016). A recent review conducted by Gualano et al. (2018) explored the impact 
of intergenerational activities on both older adults and  children, finding an overall 
positive influence on both  children and older adults. Yet their review also empha-
sized the need for or ga nized activities and training for ser vice providers involved 
in the intergenerational activities. However,  these studies are  limited as they are 
mainly from high-  or middle- income, peaceful settings. Another recent systematic 
review explored the impact of vari ous interventions promoting social inclusion and 
re spect on older adults’ health and well- being (Ronzi et al., 2018). Based on this 
review, intergenerational activities, such as singing and  music,  were suggested to 
have a positive impact on older adults’ health (Ronzi et al., 2018). However, most of 
the studies included in this review by Ronzi et al. also occurred in high-  or middle- 
income settings. This creates a strong rationale for further attention to promising 
practices for intergenerational programs in conflict settings.

International Medical Corps’s Program in Ukraine
Beginning from the early days of the conflict in 2015, International Medical Corps 
implemented child protection and psychosocial support activities in Eastern 
Ukraine. International Medical Corps supported local Ukrainian organ izations 
that provided care to veterans, internally displaced persons, and affected commu-
nities. Notably, Ukrainians represented the majority of International Medical 
Corps’s teams. While volunteers and international, state, local, and academic 
actors responded to this crisis in Eastern Ukraine,  there was a lack of knowledge 
on global guidelines and best practices for providing  mental health and psychoso-
cial support to populations affected by a humanitarian crisis. To address  these 
challenges, International Medical Corps implemented a proj ect, with support 
from the United States Agency for International Development, to contextualize 
the IASC Guidelines on MHPSS in Emergencies (2007) to Ukraine. International 
Medical Corps strengthened coordination among a range of MHPSS actors in 
order to share global guidelines, discuss and solve common prob lems, map existing 
ser vices, and strengthen referral networks. During this time, Ukraine’s Ministry of 
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Health was leading  mental health reform. With support from the World Bank, 
International Medical Corps conducted community- level assessments of depres-
sion, anxiety, post- traumatic stress disorder, alcohol use disorder, as well as help 
seeking and  mental health care in three Ukrainian cities. This assessment provided 
recommendations to strengthen community- based  mental health care (Weiss-
becker et al., 2018).

Programs with Young  People and Older Adults in Eastern Ukraine
Within the context of International Medical Corps’s overall programs to respond 
to the conflict in Ukraine, this chapter focuses on the child protection and psy-
chosocial support activities with young  people and older adults in Eastern 
Ukraine. The proj ects occurred in urban and rural areas in the Donetsk Region. 
With funding from the Office of U.S. Foreign Affairs and Disaster Assistance and 
UNICEF (United Nations  Children’s Fund), the proj ect aimed to implement 
programs in accordance with international best practices and guidelines, as well 
as engage affected families and communities in promotion of psychosocial well- 
being and self- care. The psychosocial support component sought to enhance 
psychosocial well- being and reduce psychological and social suffering for 
at- risk groups affected by the conflict. The child protection program sought to 
ensure access to emergency support, improve well- being and resilience, as well as 
strengthen the protective environment for the most vulnerable, conflict- affected 
 children, young  people, and their parents. To tailor  these programs to address the 
concerns and resources of young  people and older adults in Eastern Ukraine, 
International Medical Corps conducted community- level assessments as previ-
ously described in this chapter (International Medical Corps, 2016a, 2016c; Inter-
national Medical Corps- UNICEF, 2018). International Medical Corps created 
curricula for young  people and older adult programming using participatory 
techniques. Throughout the pro cess of proj ect implementation, monitoring, and 
evaluation, International Medical Corps identified challenges and lessons learned 
to guide  future practice with conflict- affected young  people and older adults. 
International Medical Corps and its Ukrainian partners also facilitated joint 
activities with young  people and older adults, a promising practice for  future 
programs. Notably,  these programs occurred within the context of comprehen-
sive ser vice provision, including the Healthy Habits For Happy Kids program; 
Positive Parenting programs; mapping of ser vices; recreational activities for 
 children, adolescents, and their families; a new group for adolescent males; and 
community- based proj ects engaging adolescents and their caregivers.  These pro-
grams also occurred within the broader context of International Medical Corps 
initiatives to strengthen the capacity of Ukrainian ser vice providers on child pro-
tection and psychosocial support, and ongoing support to  mental health reform 
at the national level. However, detailed descriptions of  these program compo-
nents fall beyond the scope of this chapter.
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participatory curriculum development
Through conducting community- level assessments (International Medical Corps, 
2016a, 2016c; International Medical Corps- UNICEF, 2018), International Medical 
Corps gained further insights on the key concerns and existing capacities among 
young  people and older adults in Eastern Ukraine. The child and young person’s 
assessment identified a lack of  children and young  people’s access to recreational 
activities to stimulate appropriate social and emotional development in areas of 
high concern, as well as near the contact line (International Medical Corps 2016a). 
In the villages, the assessment of the overall population highlighted the need for 
activities to include older adults (International Medical Corps, 2016c). As a result, 
International Medical Corps de cided to facilitate programs focused on older adults. 
More recently, International Medical Corps- UNICEF’s (2018) assessment empha-
sized challenges with communication between  children, young  people, and adults, 
as well as peers, alongside difficulties with expression of emotions, bullying, and 
low self- esteem.  These findings also informed curriculum development.

To design programs suited to the context and culture of Eastern Ukraine, Inter-
national Medical Corps utilized a pro cess of participatory curriculum development. 
While incorporating feedback from affected community members, International 
Medical Corps also drew on vari ous evidence- based approaches, with adaptations 
to the local context. As an example, International Medical Corps developed the 
active longevity programs for older adults according to evidence- based practices, 
such as strengthening social support. However, the groups used strategies to fos-
ter social support tailored to Ukrainian culture, such as singing groups. The cir-
cumstances in Eastern Ukraine are continually changing, so updated assessments 
are impor tant to identify changing needs and resources. International Medical 
Corps also used an ongoing pro cess to contextualize curriculums based on the 
evolving needs and resources of the communities.

Curriculum Development for Young  People
International Medical Corps designed a Youth Empowerment Program (YEP) 
curriculum, implemented previously with conflict- affected young  people in the 
 Middle East (International Medical Corps/Rayes, 2017). The YEP uses nonformal 
education and age- appropriate participatory activities, such as role- play, to enhance 
life skills. In Ukraine, staff from International Medical Corps and its partners 
adapted the YEP curriculum to the local context. The YEP curriculum includes 
topics such as alcohol use and abuse, decision- making skills, healthy lifestyles, and 
relationships. Updated versions of the YEP curriculum prioritized the following 
themes: relationships with peers, communication skills, relationships with par-
ents, anti- bullying, making decisions, gender relations, nutrition, and self- esteem. 
In addition to the weekly sessions on specific topics, young  people design, develop, 
and implement community- based youth proj ects.
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Through  these community- based proj ects, young  people created child- friendly 
spaces in their schools, completed minor renovations and repairs in local health 
centers, or ga nized recreational activities for peers and community members, and 
facilitated intergenerational communication.  These community- based proj ects 
provide young  people with an opportunity to apply the life skills taught during 
the YEP weekly sessions.  These community- based proj ects also give young  people 
an opportunity to create proj ects that positively affect their communities; increase 
motivation, leadership skills, and self- esteem; and instill a sense of owner ship— 
boosting attributes that the prolonged conflict in Eastern Ukraine may negatively 
affect.

Older Adult Program Curriculum Development
International Medical Corps’s staff developed the Active Longevity curriculum 
with input from older adults through a pi lot proj ect. During this pi lot proj ect, staff 
began weekly structured activities with a few key themes and then asked the com-
munity to give suggestions for  future topics. Based on the recommendations from 
older adults, staff developed relevant activities.  After implementing the topic, the 
International Medical Corps psychologist gathered feedback from the older 
adults. Through the feedback and experience gained in this pi lot, International 
Medical Corps’s team developed the Active Longevity curriculum. In partnership 
with International Medical Corps, a local Ukrainian organ ization also imple-
mented a four- month program for older  people at an in- patient rehabilitation cen-
ter for older adults in Mariupol. This program included group discussions and 
activities guided by a curriculum drafted by the local organ ization with support 
from International Medical Corps. Group topics included strategies to increase 
physical activity, expand one’s social life, reduce isolation, cope with difficult emo-
tions, and increase well- being. International Medical Corps’s other local partner 
facilitated groups for older adults that aimed at restoring physical health, psycho-
social support, and helping older adults adjust to new challenges that arose as a 
result of the conflict, such as social isolation and lack of  family supports.

Joint Programming between Young  People and Older Adults
Through the program activities, young  people engaged with older adults. As part 
of the YEP, young  people developed and implemented community- based proj-
ects. In one village, young  people de cided to renovate the handwashing stations at 
the local school, where students can wash their hands prior to entering the dining 
room. To complete the proj ect, the young  people identified the necessary sup-
plies, such as paints and paintbrushes. Using  these supplies, the young  people 
renovated and decorated the handwashing stations. The young  people planned an 
opening ceremony to share their work, inviting local older adults from Interna-
tional Medical Corps’s Active Longevity club to attend. During the opening cere-
mony, participants cut a red ribbon to celebrate the young  people’s initiative to 
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renovate the space.  After the ceremony, the young  people and older adults ate, 
danced, and sang together. The older adults or ga nized a concert of Ukrainian, 
Rus sian, and Greek songs for the young  people. Afterward, the young  people 
incorporated the poetry, renovations, decorations, and intergenerational cele bration 
into a video. This community- based proj ect led by young  people successfully pro-
moted intergenerational connections within the community and strengthened 
the social cohesion among the families and communities.

Staff from International Medical Corps’s local partner who are involved with 
the YEP also recommended a joint event between young  people and older adults. 
For this event, older adults invited YEP participants to one of their activities. Dur-
ing the event, young  people prepared tea for the older adults. Young  people and 
older adults engaged in conversation over tea. Though  there  were more older 
adults in attendance than young  people, the event still provided a forum for the 
two generations to discuss “what unites them, about their interests. They  were 
speaking about modern means of communication.  Children have asked about 
interests and life of older adults, listened to their life stories” (International Medi-
cal Corps, 2016b).

International Medical Corps gathered feedback on the meeting through 
monitoring and evaluation procedures. Overall, participants stated that they 
 were satisfied with the meeting. The young  people stated that they liked the 
concept of having meetings together with older adults, describing the impact of 
the event on their own lives as well as on their perception of older adults. Young 
 people said that the joint event increased their positive view of older adults in 
the community, which in turn provided older adults with more attention and 
re spect. Some young  people also expressed an increased empathy  toward the 
circumstances of older adults as a result of the interaction. The young  people 
also stated that the joint engagement with older adults increased their own con-
fidence. Some young  people felt worried about meeting with the older adults 
prior to the meeting. However, during the interaction with older adults, the 
young  people began to see  there  were many in ter est ing topics they could dis-
cuss.  After the meeting,  children also started to visit older adults in diff er ent 
areas of the city. Some young  people also started to visit a center for older adults 
to spend time visiting, connecting, and sharing experiences with the older 
adults. Based on the feedback from participants, older adults  were grateful for 
the attention they received during the joint meeting and emphasized the impor-
tance of  these types of gatherings. Older adults said that the engagement in the 
joint activity with young  people gave them a meaningful role in the community, 
and that the activity provided them with additional emotional and physical 
strength and fostered their positive role in the community (International Medi-
cal Corps, 2016b). More recently, as part of International Medical Corps’s recre-
ational and awareness- raising activities, some villages facilitated activities for 
families with a focus on older adults.
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discussion and lessons learned on joint  
activities for young  people and older adults
Successes from Programs with Young  People
Program monitoring and evaluation data highlighted improved social skills and 
stronger relationships with peers and  family members among young  people who 
participated in International Medical Corps’s programs. While an extensive dis-
cussion of monitoring and evaluation is beyond the scope of this chapter, program 
monitoring and evaluation included qualitative and quantitative data collected 
through pre- and post- tests and community- based feedback mechanisms. Based on 
the programming from 2016 and 2017, interviews with school educators and psy-
chologists indicated the following impacts of International Medical Corps’s 
programming on  children and young  people:

•  Children and young  people applied improved life and social skills to their daily 
lives, enhancing their ability to cope with stressful situations and plan for the 
 future.

• The sessions that focused on dealing with adults and activities where  children 
and young  people asked their parents or caregivers for ideas to improve their 
be hav ior may have contributed to enhanced communication with parents or 
caregivers.

•  Children and young  people had strengthened peer- to- peer networks and 
improved interactions with peers.

• Young  people who exhibited disruptive be hav ior, disrespect, and low engage-
ment in the weekly sessions on social and life skills developed a high level of 
commitment to designing and implementing the community- based proj ects. 
During the community- based proj ects,  these young  people demonstrated high 
levels of leadership and responsibility.

Similarly, feedback from Positive Parenting, Healthy Habits for Healthy  Children 
and the YEP evaluations from 2018 to 2019 suggested that  these activities strength-
ened relationships among the entire  family rather than only the relationships 
between parents or caregivers and their  children. Specifically, group participants 
stated that  children and young  people began to spend more time with their families 
and engaging in positive activities. Group members also noted the development of 
more open and honest communication. When the program finished, educators 
most frequently noticed positive changes among their students’ communication 
skills, assertiveness, prob lem solving, self- control, empathy, and cooperation.

Successes from Older Adults’ Programs
Older participants reported increased social circles, self- esteem, communication 
skills, self- care, and understanding of the advantages of older age as a result of 
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the activities. Some participants articulated the positive impact of the program-
ming as follows: “At  those sessions, the thunder of war is much less heard”; “We 
used to just say hello to each other on the street, now we are friends”; and “I used 
to be sad and had prob lems from childhood, but this group  really helped me.” 
The Active Longevity sessions continue to be implemented by participants or 
local partners in a majority of the locations targeted  after International Medical 
Corps finished its support. The groups shared roles and responsibilities among 
themselves. For example, group members began to take on the responsibility to 
gather participants to arrange administrative details and the content of the ses-
sions. Participants in the groups for older adults implemented by International 
Medical Corps’s local partner in the inpatient rehabilitation center reported that 
the groups enhanced their mood, helped them cope with external stress  factors, 
and feel more involved. The groups for older adults implemented by Interna-
tional Medical Corps’s other local partner helped older adults to identify new 
interests and activities to fill leisure time, reduce social isolation, and improve 
vitality. More recently, field staff who facilitated the older- adults program observed 
that participants started to care more for each other and support each other. This 
feedback suggests that the activities may have strengthened social cohesion 
within the community.

challenges and recommendations
Based on challenges and lessons learned within the previously described pro-
grams, International Medical Corps staff identified the following recommenda-
tions for  future activities:

Community Mobilization and Engagement with the Affected Population
• Allow sufficient time to strengthen coordination with local leaders. When selecting 

locations for program activities, it is impor tant to allocate sufficient time to 
explore involving the community leaders who are respected and trusted by 
other community members. This may promote stronger participation of local 
community members. Community leaders may include school or village 
administrators.

• Strengthen coordination with the village administration. Collaborate with the vil-
lage administration through regular communication about programs and 
ser vices. Use a consistent mode of communication centered on community 
issues, resources, and areas of support to promote the village administra-
tion’s engagement in ser vice provision. For example, within the programs 
described in this chapter, locations with stronger coordination with village 
administration provided more opportunities for communities to access case 
management, as well as psychological and emergency supports, while link-
ing  those in need to ser vices provided by other agencies and government 
entities.
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Programs Focused on  Children and Adolescents
• Begin the community- based proj ects pro cess  earlier in the Youth Empowerment Pro-

gram to allow for proj ect monitoring. While risk mapping and identification of 
risks and solutions occur  earlier in the YEP, provide young  people with an 
opportunity to begin planning the community- based proj ects closer to the 
beginning of the YEP, to allow more time to design and implement  these proj-
ects. Starting community- based proj ects  earlier also provides more opportuni-
ties to monitor proj ects. Proj ect monitoring should explore the implementation 
of community- based proj ects, identify areas in need of additional support, and 
address challenges. Addressing challenges may require meetings with commu-
nity leaders, such as school or village administrators.

• Support activity facilitators to model positive be hav iors for  children and young 
 people. Provide activity facilitators with training and ongoing supervision to 
improve their own abilities to understand and manage emotions, express 
empathy, show self- awareness, demonstrate self- control, and use healthy com-
munication styles. Build activity facilitators’ ability to apply  these social- 
emotional skills to their own lives and work through initial training and 
ongoing supervision, using role- plays and opportunities for reflective practice.

• Continue to engage educators, parents, and caregivers of  children and young  people 
within programs focused on  children and young  people. Collaborate with school 
administrators, educators, parents, and caregivers to share key messages from 
school- based, group interventions for  children and young  people. This is par-
ticularly impor tant when work or other responsibilities may prevent parents or 
caregivers from participating in  these activities. Sharing  these key messages 
informs parents or caregivers of the knowledge and skills presented to their 
 children within  these groups, allowing the parent or caregiver to provide further 
support in line with  these values, attitudes, and be hav ior at home. It also enables 
parents and caregivers to learn more about community ser vices. For example, 
collaborate with parent or caregiver- teacher committees in schools to or ga nize 
awareness- raising activities to disseminate messages on positive coping, com-
munication skills, and stress management among parents and caregivers.

• Develop programs based on  children’s and young  people’s developmental stage rather 
than only their chronological age. Rather than developing programs only for young 
 people based on chronological age or school grade, it is impor tant to consider the 
students’ developmental stage. For example, it can be difficult to decide if stu-
dents who are in grade 6 should attend Healthy Habits for Happy  Children or the 
Youth Empowerment Program as some students in grade 6 may benefit more 
from attending the YEP rather than Healthy Habits for Happy  Children.

Intergenerational Programming
• Include  children and young  people within the intergenerational programs. As the 

intergenerational activities described in this chapter involved only young  people 
and older adults,  future intergenerational activities could also include  children. 
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For example, include grandparents in two or three sessions of Positive Parent-
ing Programs  after parents and  children have completed some joint sessions on 
topics such as psychological first aid for  children and positive parenting. How-
ever, it is also impor tant to encourage  children and young  people to participate 
in a range of programming in order to promote their healthy development. For 
example, encourage  children and young  people to participate in Healthy Hab-
its for Happy Kids or Youth Empowerment Programs, as well as joint activities 
with parents and grandparents.

• Consider the capacity building required for staff to successfully design and implement 
intergenerational activities. Consider the capacity building or competencies 
required to effectively facilitate intergenerational programming. For example, it 
is impor tant to have an understanding of the situational challenges for the dis-
tinct age groups of  children, young  people, and older adults. It is also impor tant 
to explore any potential risks when engaging the two age groups, as well as strat-
egies to mitigate any potential harms. As another example, consider if the young 
 people engaged in the program experience behavioral difficulties that may be 
overwhelming for older adults who are unprepared to address  these challenges.

• Incorporate the intergenerational program aspect at the program design stage. Within 
the proj ect described in this chapter, the intergenerational aspect of program-
ming emerged during program implementation.  Future programs should develop 
a strategy to incorporate the intergenerational component into the program 
design and implementation from the beginning.

• Strengthen participatory pro cesses to identify themes for intergenerational pro-
grams.  Future joint activities could include intergenerational themes. Proj ects 
could use a participatory pro cess to pre- identify topics for discussion within 
the joint activities or for the activities themselves. Before implementing the 
activities, constructive dialogue could engage young  people and older adults to 
design the activities as well as tailor the activities to their key concerns and 
existing resources or strengths. Identifying potential themes for intergenera-
tional activities could improve preparation, develop preset conversations, and 
provide more structure to the activities. For example, a program could facili-
tate a session to discuss potential themes for intergenerational activities. An 
example of a potential theme for intergenerational discussion could be the 
challenges young  people and  children currently experience in the community, 
such as engagement with technology.

• Integrate an intergenerational approach within the Youth Empowerment Program. 
Though the YEP included a community- based proj ect led by young  people, 
programs could also explore ways in which  these community- based proj ects 
could engage older adults. For example, programs could explore the potential 
for young  people to do home visits to isolated adults in the villages, as safe and 
appropriate. It is also impor tant to explore the necessary training and support 
required for young  people to effectively provide home visits for isolated older 
adults in communities affected by conflict. As another example, when young 
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 people are planning their community- based proj ects, it is impor tant to con-
sider what information program facilitators should provide to young  people 
about the older adults within their community. This information may encour-
age young  people to design a community- based proj ect with older adults. Since 
the YEP includes a community mapping exercise, young  people could consider 
mapping the infrastructure and generational components of the community, 
including older adults.

• Incorporate opportunities for older adults to share skills with youth within pro-
grams. Develop programs that incorporate opportunities for older adults to 
share skills with  children and young  people. For example, a proj ect could map 
skills among older adults, as well as interests among  children and young  people. 
The proj ect could then match older adults with  children and young  people 
who are interested in the same activities. Potential themes could include gar-
dening; food preparation, such as pickling foods like melon rinds; baking; or 
 music, such as playing instruments and singing. In Ukraine, older adults know 
many songs about their communities. It is impor tant to consider if the  children 
and young  people already know  these songs or if the songs  will eventually be 
lost. To prevent the songs from being lost, older adults,  children, and young 
 people could create a community book of songs. As another example,  children, 
young  people, and older adults could develop a community story book describ-
ing local historical events and containing examples of ways  people helped each 
other or describing certain traditions. This may contribute to the preservation 
of and passing along of cultural traditions between generations.

conclusion
This chapter contributes to the existing knowledge on intergenerational program-
ming in settings affected by armed conflict by describing the engagement between 
young  people and older adults as part of International Medical Corps’s programs in 
Eastern Ukraine. This chapter also highlights the importance of participation and 
strengthening  family ties among  children, young  people, and older adults in the 
midst of conflict. Intergenerational activities should consider the unique life stages, 
vulnerabilities, and resources among populations affected by conflict.  Future 
research and program monitoring and evaluations should continue to explore how 
to effectively implement intergenerational programming, as well as explore the 
impact of intergenerational programming on the well- being and healthy develop-
ment of  children, young  people, and older adults affected by armed conflict.

note
1.  It is important to note that this chapter was written prior to February 2022. As such, this 
chapter does not include more recent assessment reports, implications, and recommendations 
pertaining to the conflict’s escalation in 2022. 
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5 • BEST PRACTICES FOR 
 CHILDREN AND THEIR 
FAMILIES IN POSTCONFLICT 
SETTINGS
A Culturally Informed, Strength- Based  Family 
Therapy Model

S H A RO N  B O N D  A N D J A S WA N T  G U Z D E R

The war acquires comparatively  little significance for  children so long as it 
only threatens their lives, disturbs their material comfort, or cuts their food 
rations. It becomes enormously significant the moment it breaks up  family 
life and uproots the first emotional attachments of the child within the 
 family group. (Anna Freud and Dorothy Burlingham, 1943, as cited in Jones, 
2019, p. 833)

Despite the impact of  family  factors on the  mental health adjustment 
of  children and young refugees being widely acknowledged, working with the 
 whole  family is relatively rare in practice or in the clinical lit er a ture. Most psycho-
social and  mental health interventions for  children in conflict- affected and reset-
tlement settings have focused more narrowly on  children rather than on their lives 
embedded within families and social environments. Studies exploring the impact 
of refugee experiences have been criticized for their exclusive focus on individual 
 mental health with minimal attention to the contributions  toward resilience and 
framing the strengths of the larger  family network. When clinical interventions 
occur, they typically remain focused on  mothers and  children, often excluding the 
narratives or influence of  fathers. A recent systematic review of the immigrant and 
refugee lit er a ture underlined the absence of  fathers in caretaking or  family roles 
(Panter- Brick et al., 2014). In fact, 95  percent of research on refugee and displaced 
populations focused on  women and girls, with only 5  percent on refugee men and 
boys (Affleck et al., 2018). Mainstream research has long considered  mothers the 
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only impor tant caregiver, a bias that is overdetermined in the immigrant lit er a ture. 
A significant gender bias also exists in refugee research where boys and men are sig-
nificantly underrepresented (Affleck et al., 2018; Lamb & Bougher, 2009). Look-
ing beyond the heterosexual refugee and immigrant  family system, it is essential 
to underscore how refugees identified as lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, and 
queer (LGBTQ+) are often forced to flee their countries of origin during times of 
war where their same- sex relationships or gender identities are  either criminalized 
or victimized  because of po liti cal persecution or draconian homophobic and 
transphobic “propaganda laws” prevalent across the globe (Alessi, 2016, p. 203). 
Sexual and gender minority individuals from war- affected countries experience 
significant resettlement challenges, having experienced “multiple traumatic events” 
from their countries and often families of origin, including “physical and emo-
tional abuse, assault, corrective rape, forced heterosexual marriage, conversion 
therapy,” to name a few (Shidlo & Ahloa, 2013 as cited in Alessi, 2016, p. 203). Yet the 
lit er a ture on postconflict resettlement recognizes the  family as a significant base of 
social support and security as individual adults and  children navigate their exter-
nal environments (Boehnlein & Kinzie, 1995; Pieloc et al., 2016; Weine et al., 2008; 
Alessi, 2016). An extensive review of traumatic stress forced migration and the 
resettlement challenges for LGBTQ+ sexual minority refugees (Alessi et al., 2018) 
elaborates on  these issues. The  family remains the primary source of cohesion and 
protection, providing the needed buffer during the anguish of postwar resettle-
ment (De Haene & Rousseau, 2020). As discussed in the introductory chapter, 
the concept of  family needs to be operationalized, especially when implementing 
ser vices taking into consideration who  will be included in the  family ser vices 
offered.

This chapter focuses on systemic and  family therapy approaches within the reset-
tlement context for survivors of conflict- affected regions. An overview of best prac-
tices for the treatment of war- affected  children and their families in post- conflict 
settings includes the impor tant role of  fathers. The chapter  will specifically demon-
strate an overview of a culturally informed, strength- based  family therapy model.

The cumulative impact of social and psychological stressors of familial disloca-
tion, war- related mourning, and complex trauma, in addition to social dislocation 
and unemployment exert impor tant impacts on the structural organ ization of 
war- affected families. The role of grief and shared trauma experiences among  family 
members impacts unique postmigratory pro cesses where therapists may support 
the integration of a shared narrative that  will be impor tant to their meaning- 
making, healing, adaptation, and resilience.

working with war- affected  children and their 
families:  family therapy on the front line
It is widely understood that the devastation of war takes an enormous toll on 
individual  mental health and  family functioning, including the impact of post- 
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traumatic response patterns in conflict and postconflict populations (Nickerson 
et al., 2011; Weissbecker et al., 2019). Loss of  family members, dislocation, loss of 
homeland, and  family restructuring are only a few of the many challenges facing 
families in the aftermath of war (Kamya & Pravder Mirkin, 2019; Pacione et al., 
2013). As eloquently expressed by Denov et al. (2019), “War ruptures the fabric of 
life that supports healthy child development, severs familial and social networks, 
and breaks down the structures that provide preventive, curative and ameliorative 
care” (p.  17). The impact of war and traumatic loss has long- term, intragenera-
tional consequences for both individuals and the  family (Denov et al., 2019; Jones, 
2019; Yehuda & Bierer, 2008). The sense of displacement, confusion, and distrust 
of social institutions can further intensify, turning to families as a protective struc-
ture to maintain cultural continuity (Punamäki et al., 2017; Rivera et al., 2008). 
This concept is nicely illustrated by Punamäki et al. (2017) through the following 
quote: “Families face hardships together, forming a system in which each member 
takes on an ‘emotional share of work,’ showing endurance, manifesting symptoms, 
and caring for one another” (p. 1).

Despite best practice recommendations, conceptualizing the individual within 
their relational context is rarely implemented in practice on the front line in con-
flict and disaster zones (Petersen et al., 2015). Applying an ecosystemic framework 
includes the provision of a “layered system of complementary supports to address 
the complex needs of the individual,  family and larger community” ( Jones, 2008, 
p. 298). A systematic review of best practices in both conflict and postconflict set-
tings (Petersen et al., 2015) identifies improved  mental health outcomes when psy-
chosocial support was adapted to cultural and relational contexts using a holistic 
approach to  mental health.

A culturally responsive model of  mental health literacy facilitates both help 
seeking and clinical response to ethnocultural minority populations (Na et  al., 
2016) by appreciating the complexity of cultural diversity. Measham et al. (2014) 
recommend three  mental health princi ples for guiding treatment with war- 
affected  children and their families: (1) the use of comprehensive, community- 
based ser vices; (2) the provision of culturally competent ser vices; and (3) the 
integration of evidence- based practice. Attention to  family strengths and resil-
ience should underscore all treatment approaches (Measham et al., 2014; Pacione 
et al., 2013; Ungar, 2010, 2015; Walsh, 2016).

 family systems interventions with war- affected 
families: the importance of  family
As early as 1943, Anna Freud and Dorothy Burlingham highlighted the devas-
tating impact of loss of  family for  children in their groundbreaking work in 
the war time nurseries. Their work guided considerations for the following key 
areas for clinical attention to war affected families: (1) attachment disruption; 
(2) a holistic approach to family- informed systems therapy; (3) attention to the 
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migration trajectory and related challenges to the  family system; and (4)  family 
resilience.

Attachment Disruption
Attachment disruption in the context of premigratory war stressors and postmi-
gratory resettlement stressors remains a central feature of the resettlement pro-
cess. Immigrants and refugees endure dislocation and loss of  family members in 
the aftermath of war as they rebuild their lives to find meaning and hope in new-
found relationships and community (Alessi, 2016). However, cumulative losses 
and primary attachment disruption remain crucial to potential long- term  mental 
health adjustment (Dalgaard et al., 2016; Nickerson et al., 2011). Cumulative losses 
can include loss of language, social network, and sense of home and place and all 
that is familiar. Eloranta et al. (2017) explain that “ Children in war zones can expe-
rience multiple traumatic experiences, such as threats and humiliation  towards 
 family members,  human and material losses, and witnessing atrocities” (p. 302). 
 These traumas have a profound impact on one’s personal sense of safety and well- 
being, including connection to the larger community.

The significance of loss of  children’s primary attachment figures should not be 
minimized. Lynne Jones, a humanitarian child psychiatrist working in conflict 
and disaster settings (in an interview with Carroll, 2018) references the original 
writings of Freud and Burlingham (1943) to underscore the importance of  family 
attachment for  children of war: “Although being shelled or living in a squalid refu-
gee camp may seem like worst- case scenarios for  children,  they’re not. What’s 
actually most devastating, more than anything,  children need to be with  people 
who love them” ( Jones, as cited in Carroll, 2018, p. 1). Jones (2008) underscores 
the essential role of  family for  children and that clinicians should be “particularly 
alert to socially isolated  children,  children who have lost close  family relatives” 
(p. 293). She stresses that psychological consequences can result when  children 
lose  these primary bonds of affiliation. Efforts to strengthen  family attachment 
security promote better postwar outcomes, providing a counterbalance to the 
devastation of adverse life events (Eloranta et al., 2017). It remains our essential 
clinical task to support  these primary attachment connections, to facilitate  family 
cohesion and strengthen attachment security.

A Holistic Approach: Family- Informed Systems Therapy
A growing body of lit er a ture supports a broad- based, family- informed interven-
tion framework in conflict and war- affected regions (Charles, 2015, 2019; Greene 
et al., 2017; Guzder, 2014; Jones, 2008; Mooren et al., 2019; Patterson et al., 2018; 
Slobodin & de Jong, 2015; Wieling, 2018). Best practice models advocate for a 
family- informed socio- ecological systems approach that focuses on the social, 
cultural, psychological, economic, and po liti cal environments, and  human 
rights advocacy that shape child and  family development (Bond, 2019; Falicov, 
2019).
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 Family systems theory provides a comprehensive framework for understand-
ing how migration intersects with the life cycle pro cess, with heightened stress 
intersecting at pivotal developmental life course transitions as described  here: 
“The  family systems approach to  mental health is warranted in war conditions, 
and therapeutic interventions for  children should, thus, also involve parents and 
siblings. Knowledge of unique  family attachment patterns across cultures informs 
therapeutic treatments and preventive interventions for war- affected  children and 
families” (Punamäki et al., 2017, p. 3).

Attention to the Migration Trajectory: Challenges to the  Family System
Migration is rarely a linear pro cess but rather an undulated course. It involves 
flight from war, displacement often with a protracted period of multiple disloca-
tions prior to the final resettlement in the host country (Denov et al., 2019; Fazel 
et  al., 2012). Forced war- induced migration typically involves  family separation, 
with physical relocation separating individuals from extended  family systems, 
nuclear families, or, at minimum, community, or friendship circles. Mi grants have 
typically endured adverse experiences along their migration journey (Slobodin & 
De Jong, 2015). The clinician needs to sensitively attend to possibilities of both 
pre-  and postmigration trauma while si mul ta neously identifying strengths and 
capacities that fuel adaptations during migratory and resettlement pro cesses (Braga 
et  al., 2012). Research has confirmed that families that have endured hardships 
together are often strengthened by their close connection and caring for one 
another that nourish them in the face of adversity (Crittenden & Dallos, 2009; 
Montgomery, 2004; Walsh, 2016). Meaning- making from traumatic experiences 
can serve as an impor tant framework and motivate the determination and resolve 
to push forward in adaptation.

Premigratory Trauma
In order to understand how  people, move forward in the face of the terror of war 
and profound losses, we need to understand the often unspoken extent of premi-
gratory trauma. Men’s experience of premigratory trauma is often neglected, though 
they have often been exposed to more extreme forms of trauma than  women 
(Bond, 2019). Men are also subjected to more torture and imprisonment, often for 
a longer duration than  women (Abu- Ras & Suarez, 2009). Like  women, men are 
also victims of sexual vio lence and sexual torture during war, often at shockingly 
high rates (Affleck et al., 2018).  These forms of premigratory trauma have a direct 
effect on parental caregiving and parenting capacity and postmigratory adjust-
ment for both men and  women (Ee et al., 2013; Sim et al., 2018). A study exploring 
the specific pathways of intergenerational transmission of trauma with Syrian ref-
ugees in Lebanon linked parental distress to harsh parenting practices, poor child 
adjustment, and impaired parent- child interaction (Sim et al., 2018). The  family 
consequences of refugee trauma cannot be understated, underscoring the impor-
tance of adopting a  family approach for refugee trauma.
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Case of Premigratory Loss and  Father Functioning
This clinical case illustrates a  family therapy approach with a  family who had sur-
vived years of war and refugee dislocation. Mr. Tien presented to the community 
clinic with symptoms of depression, post- traumatic stress (PTSD), and high levels 
of  family conflict, including harsh paternal practices. The  family was seen in  family 
therapy with a focus on understanding the impact of the  father’s profound premi-
gratory war trauma on the  family system. The therapeutic space and systemic inter-
ventions allowed each member of the  family system to pro cess this suffering and 
the sessions aimed at supporting and strengthening their  family relationships.

Mr. Tien is a 45- year- old  father of Viet nam ese origin who immigrated to Can-
ada in 1982 as part of the Viet nam ese “boat  people” who fled Vietnam by boat  after 
the Vietnam war. Mr. Tien experienced the war in Vietnam and as a young adoles-
cent was imprisoned and tortured for attempting to escape the country. He fi nally 
managed to leave by boat at age 15. On passage to Canada their boat was overcome 
by pirates; their boat sank and many of the refugees died. Mr. Tien was a witness 
to  these horrific events and had memories of dead corpses floating in the  water, 
having to bury bodies in the jungle and all that he had to do to survive. The premi-
gratory trauma was a salient feature in this case and continues to reverberate 
within the  family system. For Mr. Tien, po liti cal imprisonment premigration, and 
the traumatic migration trajectory (witnessing deaths from malaria and other dis-
eases contracted during the crowded and unsanitary passage, and the drowning of 
fellow refugees)  were some of the many  factors contributing to Mr. Tien’s adjust-
ment pro cess and parental authority within the  family.

A family- focused trauma approach recognizes the complex impact of trauma on 
the  family system and the healing that occurs over time within a relational context, 
with members drawing strength and a sense of safety from one another. A research 
team conducting a qualitative investigation of Bosnian refugee families in Chicago 
developed the model “ Family Consequences of Refugee Trauma (FAMCORT) 
exploring four realms of  family life: 1) changes in  family roles and obligations; 2) 
changes in  family memories and communication; 3) changes in  family relation-
ships; 4) changes in  family relationships with the ethnic community and nation 
state” (Weine et al. 2004, p. 147). This method, entitled “Families rebuilding lives,” 
recommends therapeutic strategies for each realm of  family life to manage the con-
sequences of trauma on the  family system. A family- focused trauma approach was 
applied to the Tien  family with the creation of a safe relational space to explore 
stories of trauma within the  family context (De Heane et al., 2018). Applying the 
FAMCORT framework described above, areas focused on  were the changes in 
 family structure, roles, relationships, communication pro cesses as well as the  family’s 
relationship with their ethnic community and the larger society. Although the 
 family treatment allowed for the sharing of the  family’s migratory experiences, 
the unfolding of traumatic memories proceeded with caution and attunement to the 
affective responses of each  family member. Parental trauma experiences are often 
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transmitted through a complexity of communication pro cesses and  mental states 
that include anger, affect intensity, and dissociation. The recommendation was for a 
slow- paced modulated disclosure of trauma material with therapeutic sensitivity to 
the pos si ble impact of this type of sharing in session (Dalgaard & Montgomery, 
2015; De Heane et  al., 2018). Similarly, challenges with resettlement, gender role 
reversal, and reworking parenting practices  were handled with care and sensitivity. 
The  children  were able to share their worry about their parents and fears of burden-
ing them with their prob lems of everyday life. The  family treatment progressively 
facilitated improved communication between members with the goal of adjusting 
parenting practices to facilitate increased parental understanding of their  children’s 
emotional and developmental needs.

The Aftermath of War: Postmigration Resettlement and  
Challenges to the  Family Structure
 There is increasing recognition of the importance of adopting a  family approach 
when working with trauma and war- affected refugee families (Weine et al., 2004; 
Sime et al., 2018; Wieling, 2018). When families do resettle in a new homeland, it 
has been shown that postmigration stressors predict distress as powerfully as war 
exposure (Denov et al., 2019). A large body of research has identified that  mental 
health is greatly affected by  factors within the host country, including socioeco-
nomic stress, social and interpersonal difficulties, and the challenges inherent in 
the immigration pro cess (Kronick, 2018). As expressed by Measham et al. (2014), 
during resettlement, “child  mental health is dependent on the  family system, the 
larger community systems and the wider cultural and po liti cal climate” (p. 209). 
The  family and positive community supports have been identified as impor tant 
protective  factors for  children in high- income countries, namely “ family cohesion, 
social support and positive school experiences” (Measham et al., 2014, p. 209). As 
clinicians, we need to search for and strengthen protective  factors that support 
individual resilience and coping, which coexist alongside trauma responses (Braga 
et al., 2012).

Immigration and resettlement are considered a complex life cycle transition that 
may include major changes in the  family structure, such as the shifting of familial 
roles and responsibilities. The complexity of the immigrant’s experience, from 
premigration to resettlement and postmigratory adjustment, initiates an extended 
chain of change and adaptation in all spheres of life (Falicov, 1995, 2003, 2019; 
McGoldrick, 2008; McGoldrick et al., 2011; McGoldrick et al., 2005). Families of 
war experience fragmentation, including the loss of the primary familial leader-
ship.  These losses are multilayered and overlap many areas of social and personal 
functioning. They may lose their relationship with their language, country of ori-
gin, sense of home, of what is culturally familiar, professional or educational status 
and social status, cultural values, and beliefs, history, religion and spiritual prac-
tices, ability for self- expression, systems of mutual cooperation, and extended 
 family supports and go- betweens (Kamya & Pravder Mirkin, 2019).
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Resettlement can increase exposure to social forces of oppression, such as vio-
lence, susceptibility to exploitation, heightened poverty, economic insecurity, and 
feelings of cultural and linguistic isolation (Gangamma & Shipman, 2018; Rous-
seau et  al., 2001). Gangamma and Shipman (2018) recommend a framework of 
transnational intersectionality to “better understand complexities of power and 
oppression across national contexts and their influence on refugees’ lives” (p. 206). 
This framework draws our attention to the larger systemic forces, the experience of 
social oppression and injustice that accompanies the resettlement journey. Migra-
tion and resettlement involve multilayered transitions and changes in roles, culture, 
language, and location, including significant economic and social adaptation.  These 
transitions can contribute to “ family relationship challenges, specifically cultural 
conflicts between traditional values that are collectivist in nature and American 
cultural values of individualism” (Ho & Birman, 2010, p. 3).

 Family Challenges with Resettlement: Acculturation and Adaptation
The loss of cultural moorings and familiar community networks are a salient  factor 
in the acculturation and adaptation pro cess (Kamya & Pravder Mirkin, 2019). 
Falicov (2003) identifies the concept of meaning systems as a framework for 
understanding the sense of personal discontinuity for immigrants in their new 
environment. Falicov (2003) explains that “uprooting of meaning systems is per-
haps the most fundamental dislocation of migration, that is the uprooting from 
known structures of cultural meanings tied to  those national contexts” (p. 41–42). 
The inevitable differences of pacing evolving acculturation pro cesses between 
refugee and immigrant parents and their  children can lead to the rise of “accultura-
tive distance,” that is, when parents strive to maintain and endorse their own cul-
tural practices, whereas their  children tend to embrace the cultural attitudes and 
be hav iors of the host country (Ho, 2014; Ying & Han, 2007).

Acculturation difficulties can heighten gender role conflicts, including issues 
related to ethnic and religious identity and intergenerational conflict and disso-
nances within the  family. Structural challenges to the  family systems surface with 
the often staggered pro cess of migration, including “separations and reunions 
between extended and nuclear  family members but also among nuclear  family 
members, such as when the  father or the  mother migrates first alone, to be re united 
 later with the  children” (Falicov, 2003, p. 44). For  fathers specifically, the changes 
in gender roles postmigration can be particularly stressful as they often experience 
the lessening of responsibility and power differentials in relation to their wives, 
feelings of disappointment (depression and low self- esteem),  limited work oppor-
tunities (exclusion from professional employment, lack of achievement), and dis-
crimination and social exclusion (Thapa & Hauff, 2005).  These changing  family 
roles are often accompanied by the decline in self- esteem due to unemployment, 
poverty, and loss of social status.  These interrelated  factors have been linked with 
higher rates of paternal depression and acute feelings of grief, loss, guilt, isolation 
and marginalization, and the risk of increased alcohol intake (Lamb, 2010).  Fathers 
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who suffer from depression or post- traumatic stress disorder are significantly 
compromised in their caregiving capacity, which has a direct effect on child devel-
opmental outcomes (Panter- Brick, et al., 2014).

Ambiguous Loss and Grief
An impor tant and distinctive feature of the refugee and immigrant experience is 
unpro cessed and ambiguous loss. Ambiguous loss “refers to a type of trauma that 
defies closure  because of its chronic ambiguity and uncertainty” (Perez & Arnold- 
Berkovits, 2018, p. 92). The construct of ambiguous loss was developed by Pauline 
Boss (2004) and refers to the psychological construct that can be applied to any 
 family member or person who is “ there but not  there.” Her seminal research has 
been applied to families living with members suffering from Alzheimer’s disease, 
and vari ous types of war- related losses, such as soldiers missing in action. War 
refugees have experienced a sense of “cultural bereavement,” often including 
numerous losses, both physical and psychological. Boss (2004, 2006) posits that 
 these significant losses leave immigrants in an ongoing state of ambiguity and 
uncertainty, interfering with their capacity to mourn this loss and move forward. 
Living with ambiguity and uncertainty may interfere with the  family’s task of 
pro cessing and working through their loss. For families,  these losses remain par-
ticularly salient. It could be argued that even when immigrant families are well 
prepared for the parenting tasks in their country of origin, their parenting capacity 
is potentially compromised with the losses incurred with resettlement, and the 
challenges of adapting to a new society (Falicov, 2019; Kamya & Pravder Mirkin, 
2019).

The Pivotal Role of  Fathers
A case study that illustrates the painful impact of ambiguous loss involved a refu-
gee  family from Syria who  were seen during the early stage of resettlement while 
they  were dealing with the disappearance of their  father. The  family had to flee 
Syria when the  mother learned of his death indirectly– though his body had never 
been recovered following his imprisonment, nor has  there been an official confir-
mation of his death. The  family’s postmigratory distress was complicated by their 
premigratory journey through two previous displacements.  These premigratory 
dislocations  were particularly disorienting and painful for the  children, who expe-
rienced waves of inconsolable grief as they attempted to pro cess uncertainty com-
plicating the loss of their country in exile while living with the real ity of the 
 father’s absence. Their trauma amplified their pain in an ongoing state of ambigu-
ity and uncertainty that affected each  family member differently and interfered 
with their capacity to mourn this profound loss and move forward (Boss, 2004). 
Their experience joins them to thousands of Syrian refugees who are attempting 
to reassemble their lives in exile. A  father’s impor tant position as the  family 
authority in a  family from a collectivist culture cannot be overstated (Rezania, 
2015; Shimoni et al., 2003). The  father’s role, as the parental authority, left a huge 
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vacuum for the  family structure and functioning. Although the older siblings  were 
sad, withdrawn, suffering nightmares and trauma flashbacks, the youn gest and 
overtly distressed adolescent son was at a vulnerable stage of development and had 
felt particularly close to his  father. He adamantly maintained a position of denial 
 toward his  father’s death, which sustained his sense of closeness and loyalty. He 
was both bewildered and intensely angry in his despair. He could not tolerate the 
 mother’s attempt to acknowledge his  father’s death and accept efforts at closure 
when she had progressively accepted the indirect news of his death by torture dur-
ing imprisonment. Their familial experience of paternal loss reflects the pivotal 
role of  fathers that has long been neglected in the parenting and  family lit er a ture, 
where  fathers are often not considered as central to  family life as  mothers are 
(Shapiro & Krysik, 2010). Ambiguous grief adds to the complexity of resettlement 
acculturation pro cesses. This complex grief remains especially salient for immi-
grant and refugee families where the cultural values and identity issues of collec-
tivist and other cultural issues are so crucial to the evolving hybridity of migrating 
 children experiencing exile and displacement (Guzder, 2020).

Refugee adolescents in par tic u lar are considered at high- risk for emotional dis-
tress when compared to local samples (Toussignant et al., 1999). Findings from 
the Quebec Adolescent Refugee Proj ect identified single  mothers in refugee fami-
lies as having more difficulty asserting their authority with their adolescent sons. 
This finding mirrors the societal norms of individuation for North American 
adolescent boys, that of distancing themselves from parents, particularly the 
 mother; this distancing is considered an integral part of becoming in de pen dent 
(Falicov, 2019). This places  these  children in a precarious structural space  until 
the  family reestablishes a secure base from which to grow and find support as the 
 mother encourages her  children to form new attachments in Canada.

 Family Resilience
Alongside the trauma of war- inflicted loss and devastation, migration adjustment 
also brings forth familial strength and resilience as part of post- traumatic growth 
and mobilizes their unique adaptive capacities during times of adversity.  There is 
ample evidence that  children can rebound and thrive in varied  family structures 
that are stable, nurturing, and protective (Walsh, 2016). From an ecological per-
spective, the  family within its socio- ecological context can be seen as nested con-
texts for nurturing and reinforcing resilience (Bronfenbrenner, 1979; Kirmayer & 
Gómez- Carrillo, 2018; Walsh, 2007, 2016). Strong cultural or spiritual community 
resources, such as work or school networks and peer groups, are impor tant sources 
of  family resilience (Walsh, 2016).

A systematic review of resilience studies of  children and adolescents living in 
areas of armed conflict in low-  and middle- income countries highlighted the impor-
tance of studying resilience as a dynamic concept at multiple levels of the social 
ecol ogy (Tol et  al., 2013). Ungar (2015) and his research across cultures recom-
mends a resilience framework of diagnostic screening consisting of five assessment 
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dimensions: “1. Severity of adversity, 2. Chronicity, 3. Ecological level (psychological/
biological, microsystemic, mesosystemic, exosystemic, macrosystemic, chrono- 
systemic), 4. Attribution of causality, 5. Cultural and contextual relevance ( factors 
in the social ecol ogy)” (p. 6).

However, it remains impor tant to be mindful that resilience is not an isolated 
entity nor a capacity of  either being resilient or not but rather a complex pro cess 
that changes over the life course. Kidron et al. (2019) highlight how resilience is 
intrinsically embedded within vulnerability, and  these pro cesses are not binary 
nor linear constructs but, rather, interdependent pro cesses, one enveloped within 
the other. Vulnerability and resilience are understood as a culturally interactive 
pro cess of meaning- making, “working in tandem to configure identity in relation 
to ongoing experiences of distress and well- being” (Kidron et  al., 2019, p.  26). 
 These researchers developed the concept of “resilient vulnerability” through their 
study of adult  children of Holocaust survivors to highlight a “distinctive configu-
ration of both emotional vulnerability and resilience” (Kidron et al., 2019, p. 23). 
This concept was developed to “capture the way the two pro cesses reinforce each 
other, while underscoring the experience of an enduring vulnerability that is qual-
ified by its contribution to resilience” (p. 23). Post- traumatic growth evolves with 
meaning- making as an outcome of  these dynamic and interactive pro cesses as 
 children adjust and move between cultural realities.

Cultural  factors can  either support or impede resilience as the individual 
adapts to their new social environment. Ungar (2015) proposes a resiliency tree 
for diagnostic assessment. This research recommends that specific dimensions of 
individual, parental, familial, or community capacity be considered in our assessment 
pro cess to determine how  these domains mitigate the negative consequences of 
adversity. The strength of close and loving  family members that are living along-
side the cherished memories of loving  family members lost to war can provide the 
needed buffer from the traumas of war, social upheaval, and strug gles with reset-
tlement. In Kidron et  al’s. (2019) impor tant research of adult  children of Holo-
caust survivors, they underscore how the act of honoring the memory of lost 
 family members, never forgetting their impor tant legacy, can provide the needed 
fuel to strengthen resilience and coping.

best practice guidelines
Cultural Safety: The Bedrock of Clinical Practice with War- Affected Families
Creating and striving for conditions for cultural safety is fundamental to practice 
with refugee families and involves clinic approaches and efforts that promote ther-
apeutic sensitivity and cultural humility. The concept of cultural safety was first 
introduced by indigenous nurse educators in New Zealand, recognizing the sig-
nificant impact of structural inequities, linking poor health outcomes of the Maori 
 people in part to cultural inappropriateness and insensitivity of health ser vices 
(Smye et  al., 2010). Attention to cultural safety “emphasizes the importance of 
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explicit attention to historical and current social  factors that make the clinical 
encounter unsafe” (Kirmayer & Gómez- Carrillo, 2018, p. 14; see also Brascoupé & 
 Waters, 2009). This concept has been endorsed by the  Mental Health Commis-
sion (2012) as the gold standard approach to  mental health practice with a focus 
on “issues of power, voice and discrimination as an essential complement to pro-
fessionals’ cultural competence” (Kirmayer, 2013, p. 366). In the aftermath of the 
Mosque massacre in New Zealand, the outpouring of community solidarity with 
the per for mance of Indigenous Haka rituals in the streets by all cultural groups in 
the country reflected a pro cess of collective healing and cultural safety. This shared 
ritual of the Haka was a response grounded in a common acculturation ritual of 
collective healing that joined members of a diverse society and demonstrates how 
lived experience in a context of cultural safety may facilitate healing.

The lack of emotional safety may be enhanced within social and health care 
institutions of the host society and pre sents another significant barrier to effective 
clinical intervention for many immigrants and refugees. Premigratory trauma at 
the hands of the  legal state authority in the country of origin can set the stage for 
an unsafe ser vice context, enhancing distrust of authority figures, including social 
workers and health care providers in the host country. A negative reception in the 
host country of settlement with “rising Islamophobia and anti- immigrant stances 
 there is often mistrust in  mental health workers and state supported ser vice deliv-
ery systems” (Gangamma & Shipman, 2018, p.  208). A history of premigratory 
trauma can contribute to the immigrant’s reluctance to engage with health care 
providers and experience of retraumatization at the hands of ser vice prac ti tion ers 
(Gangamma & Shipman, 2018; Yako & Biswas, 2014). It is very common for refu-
gee families to experience mistrust of health care providers, experience exclusion 
or racism, and experience a reluctance to establish a therapeutic alliance and dis-
close premigratory trauma and marital and sexual vio lence. Patients  will some-
times selectively share information with a trusted practitioner while withholding 
impor tant information from members of the  mental health and child welfare 
systems, often with justified fears or concerns about consequences of disclosures 
impacting resettlement or care. At times offering sessions to  family members sepa-
rately can allow each person to speak more freely about their concerns and offer 
emotionally safer spaces during transitions of settlement. In addition, clinical 
engagement and approaches to the  family must re spect cultural notions of hierar-
chy and authority (Kirmayer et al., 2011), which often needs the support and assis-
tance of culture brokers in therapeutic contexts.

Barriers such as language difficulties and the impact of racial discrimination 
can further limit the engagement and trust of immigrant families with  mental 
health treatment in the host country. Trauma survivors’ reluctance to disclose 
traumatic material from the past is well documented in the lit er a ture,  running 
contrary to Western notions of openness, and sharing as a necessary pathway 
 toward healing (Dalgaard et al., 2013).  These authors contend that the pro cess of 
disclosure is highly culturally embedded, and suggest that  family therapy should 
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endorse a modulated pace of disclosure attuned to the  family’s capacity to disclose 
trauma to facilitate  family healing during the resettlement phase with refugee fam-
ilies as essential to their sense of emotional safety. Refugees’ migratory trauma 
background necessitates a specialized framework with attention to cultural safety 
and therapist attitudes of cultural humility.

Components of Cultural Safety: Attention to the Therapist– Client Relationship
The alliance and allyship built in the therapist– client relationship forms the bed-
rock for clinical work with war- affected families. A key component supporting 
therapeutic safety involves allyship as clinical teams can assist in addressing instru-
mental needs of survivorship, including advocacy pertaining to school,  legal, 
social ser vice, primary care, or community engagement issues. The therapist is an 
integral part of the therapeutic system; thus, awareness of self, social location, and 
attention to the intersection with the client- family system is key to sound alliance 
formation. This therapeutic engagement and pro cess involves the clinician’s capac-
ity to continuously reflect on their own social location with re spect to emerging 
the uncovering of  family history, especially in navigating fundamental issues of 
power, beliefs, gender, or cultural assumptions encountered while the  family is in 
treatment. Therapists need to be aware of the possibility of their own “racism and 
xenophobia and second, they need to create opportunities in therapy for clients to 
discuss their experiences of oppression” (Gangamma & Shipman, 2018, p.  211). 
Working with war- affected families refers to the “ability of clinicians to provide 
care for families with diverse values, beliefs, and be hav iors, including tailoring 
interventions to meet families’ social, cultural, and linguistic needs” (Kirmayer & 
Gómez- Carrillo, 2018, p. 14). Maintaining an open and nonjudgmental attitude is 
fundamental to creating therapeutic spaces where possibilities for sharing many 
potentially diff er ent perspectives and interpretations relating to “how prob lems 
are perceived, understood and responded to” (Mooren et al., 2019, p. 247).

Falicov (1995) underscores how the therapeutic encounter is a personal inter-
active space “between the therapist’s and the  family’s cultural and personal 
constructions” (p. 18). She expands on the importance of understanding how the 
therapist’s personal  family cultural narrative influences their “views about  family 
and  family prob lems” (Falicov, 2003, p.  40). Unpacking meaning, suspending 
judgment, and increased capacity to listen and learn from one’s clients are core to 
cultural work. Falicov (2003) draws our attention to cultural meaning systems, 
deconstructing conflicting cultural experiences and perspectives within the 
same  family. Guzder and Rousseau’s (2013) years of training in cultural psychia-
try propose a model wherein clinicians maintain a reflective self- examination 
and position of “not knowing” to develop the capacity to understand the voice 
of the Other and not directly ascribe standard Western practice models. They 
recommend working in clinical spaces with teams, and ongoing supervision set-
tings grounded in the creation of safety within the clinical encounters. Flexibil-
ity is needed to explore meaning systems with the application of several key 
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strategies, attention to the self, therapeutic attitudes and stance, and therapist– 
client intersectionality.

Attention to the Self
Clinical work with this population necessitates a progressive reflective capacity 
and developed use of self embracing the inherent complexity of working with cul-
tural minorities and families as a path  toward cultural competence and the cre-
ation of cultural safety (Kirmayer, 2013). Therapists must expand self- knowledge 
of their cultural borderlands between self and client system (Falicov, 1995, 2003).

Therapeutic Attitudes and Stance
Key to working with war- affected families is a therapeutic stance to both embrace 
and tolerate unknowns and uncertainty in the clinical encounter, avoiding judg-
ment or closure on meaning or pre sen ta tion of their distress (Kirmayer, 2013). 
Cultural humility “has been proposed as a more realistic and effective stance that 
acknowledges the  limited nature of clinicians’ knowledge and the continuous 
need to learn from patients about their life worlds” (Kirmayer & Gómez- Carrillo, 
2018, p. 14; Tervalon & Murray- Garcia, 1998).

Working with war- affected families demands an approach that strives to limit 
our bias or assumptions and widen our understanding of histories and context of 
the  family’s lived experience. Therapists trained in Western theoretical or ethno-
centric developmental constructions need to suspend judgment (Greenberg & 
Witztum, 2001). Cautious approaches to prob lem categorization that incorporates 
the internalized world of the Other are crucial to inviting multiple perspectives that 
may be new territory for the therapist. Pedagogical learning and assumptions may 
unwittingly contribute to therapeutic bias, missing cultural idioms of distress, and 
slanting clinical interpretation based on bias or stereotyping embedded in West-
ern models of health and illness. The concept of unlearning and deconstructing 
identified by Rabiau et  al. (2022) further reinforces the notion of suspending 
judgment and taking in the  family at the most basic level. Falicov (2003) recom-
mends an intermediary stance of integration of both “not knowing and some 
knowing” stances to allow the therapist to integrate existing knowledge of cultural 
and  family paradigms while si mul ta neously approaching the  family through a fresh 
perspective (p. 51). Taking the needed time and space to understand meaning sys-
tems, language, world, and perspectives can greatly enhance the client– therapist 
relationship.

Therapist– Client Intersectionality
It is essential to be mindful of ele ments of intersectionality impacting the client– 
therapist relationship, and in par tic u lar the need to be attentive to distinctions of 
social location, race, power, privilege, and ethnicity. Kirmayer et al. (2011) high-
light that when “cultural differences do exist between a clinician and a patient par-
ticularly one that  either has precarious migration status or migration trauma, the 
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patient’s apprehension of being discriminated against, misunderstood or simply 
not believed can interfere with trust and disclosure” (p.  11). Intercultural work 
adds a layer of complexity to realities of Otherness within the identity context of 
the client- family and that of the therapist, including an understanding of intersec-
tional issues of race, power, and privilege as  these  factors unfold within the clinical 
encounter. Histories of colonialism, racism, and exploitation remain implicit and 
often explic itly interfere with safety and trust. Clinicians need to be particularly 
mindful of  these intersections and develop strategies to manage  these therapeutic 
roadblocks and seek professional consultation when needed.

guidelines for repair of therapeutic rupture
Seiff- Haron et al. (2014) recommend four clinical princi ples to facilitate alliance 
repair: (1) Cultural disclosure can serve as a power ful connector. This pro cess can 
facilitate repair of inferred injuries or invalidations in the therapeutic pro cess; 
(2) The use of collective reflection when asking a client about their war experience 
can be highly reparative; (3) Adopting a posture of cultural conjecture when sug-
gesting a pos si ble cultural dynamic can avoid unwanted stereotyping or labeling; 
and (4) The pacing of exploration, through slicing culture thinner is a useful clinical 
technique. Exploration of the client’s cultural experience through the repetition of 
the client’s words and a slow pacing can increase empathy and validation (Seiff- Haron 
et al., 2014, p. 326)

Exploration of Cultural Meaning
Cultural meanings are explored through dialogue and the unfolding of conversa-
tion rather than through unchecked assumptions, stereotypic formulations, or 
presuppositions. Falicov (2003) recommends a four- step pro cess of cultural mean-
ing deconstruction from identification of difference, to “contextualize the social 
forces that shape meaning distinctions, the dilemmas of co- existing difference of 
understanding and  future directions and resolutions” (p. 50). Our language frames 
meaning and remains central to this agenda of deconstructing meaning in cultural 
work and can introduce inadvertent harm or pathologize rather than support 
a narrative unfolding in the session. Involving interpreters and culture brokers 
remains essential to cross- cultural work as the therapist strives to understand and 
deconstruct meaning in the relational and cultural context. Culture brokers and 
interpreters can further understanding of local histories, explanatory models ref-
erencing the  causes and meanings of distress that remain impor tant determi-
nants of illness experience and help- seeking across cultures (Kirmayer & Bhugra, 
2009).

Strengthening  Family Attachment Security
A core therapeutic intervention in  family therapy is to strengthen familial attach-
ment security. Intrafamilial pro cesses have been linked to the development of 
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attachment security in  children raised by war- affected traumatized parents. Dal-
gaard et al.’s (2016) seminal research on  children’s attachment security during con-
ditions of war examined the parents’ past traumatic experiences and their impact 
on  children’s psychosocial adjustment and attachment security. The quality of 
intrafamilial trauma communication styles was associated with  children’s attach-
ment security. More specifically the study found “a specific association between 
the unfiltered speech style of communication and insecure attachment in  children” 
(Dalgaard et al., 2016, p. 84). Contrary to what is often assumed within the thera-
peutic lit er a ture, disclosure with an emphasis on open styles of communication 
was not associated with positive outcomes in  children. An unfiltered parental style 
of communication was identified as an impor tant risk  factor for insecure attach-
ment in  children. Sensitizing parents to the way they communicate with their 
 children and its impact on child well- being is an impor tant aspect of  family work. 
Promoting parental awareness of their communication style is recommended to 
strengthen attachment security by monitoring trauma disclosure, affective inten-
sity, and sensitizing parents to their child’s experience in the  family.

clinical recommendations to enhance 
attachment security: modulated disclosure  
and intervention pacing
A modulated approach to disclosure is advisable and associated with enhancing 
 family resilience and attachment security in  children. Modeling modulation can 
support parental mentalization capacities and enhance supportive communica-
tion with their  children. An impor tant study by Dalgaard et al.’s (2016) concluded 
that slowing down communication pro cesses enhances attachment security in off-
spring.  These findings underscore the importance of strengthening  family structure 
and cohesion as a pathway to increased attachment security and  family resilience 
during times of war and resettlement. The phenomenon of maintaining high 
levels of secure  family functioning in conditions of severe unsafety may indicate 
strengths of parental commitment and motivation to protect their  children’s 
development and well- being despite adversity. A similar resilience- enhancing 
rationale has been found among families suffering transgenerational trauma (Fos-
sion et al., 2015; Punamäki et al., 2017).

conclusion and reflections
This chapter provides an overview of the research and clinical recommendations 
based on best practices for systemic work with war- affected  children and families. 
The importance of  family as a source of cohesion and security during times of 
adversity was highlighted as a pathway for resilience and postwar adaptation. 
A culturally informed  family systems approach was presented as the practice stan-
dard, with attention to the  whole  family as the setting of treatment though therapy 
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may shift when it is appropriate from individual,  couple, or  whole  family meet-
ings. Efforts should be made to acknowledge the unique agendas relevant to 
LGBTQ + populations and additionally to include  fathers in treatment with 
a proactive commitment to seeking out paternal involvement when barriers to 
their inclusion are presented. In addition, when working with war- affected fami-
lies, it is essential to attend to all  family members,  those who are living, deceased, 
or “missing in action” and weaving the historical legacy of  those lost through 
war as their ongoing influence resonates gen er a tion ally in  family relationships 
and evolving identities.

It is indeed a privilege to work with war- affected families, to bear witness to 
their stories of trauma and resilience and accompany them through a postmigra-
tion journey. A positive therapeutic encounter can be crucial to  children and adult 
 family members feeling safe enough to seek therapeutic help at times of crisis or 
strain, as trauma healing often evolves slowly and progressively. Through the pro-
vision of comfort, hope, and healing, clinicians can facilitate the capacity to access 
 family strength and resilience by honoring the heroic narratives and rich cultural 
heritage of war- affected families.
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6 • NAVIGATING PARTICIPATORY 
RESEARCH WITH  CHILDREN 
AFFECTED BY ARMED 
CONFLICT
Conceptual, Methodological,  
and Ethical Concerns

N E I L  B I LOT TA ,  M A YA  F E N N I G ,  
MY R I A M  D E N O V,  A LUS I N E  B A H,  
A N D  I N E S  M A RC H A N D

Scholarship documenting participatory research with  children is plen-
tiful. However, much less is known about the methodological and ethical princi-
ples of participatory research with  children affected by armed conflict. The  limited 
lit er a ture that explores research ethics and participatory research with resettled 
refugee youth (Gilhooly & Lee, 2017), former child soldiers in Africa (Denov et al., 
2012), and youth in refugee camps (Cooper, 2005) has generated favorable results. 
Participatory research is a collaborative approach that seeks to break down the bar-
riers between the researcher and participants and views  children as the experts on 
their own lives and realities. The approach has been enthusiastically embraced by 
scholars working in the field of refugee studies. This is not to suggest, however, that 
participatory research is a universally accepted approach. For instance, notions 
of power, agency, and ethics have all been cited as both benefits and challenges of 
participatory research with  children (Holland et al., 2010). Gallacher and Gallagher 
(2008), moreover, raise concern that participatory research with  children is often 
employed uncritically and naively, with researchers often assuming that it is a “fool 
proof ” approach that “ will enable research involving  children to achieve ethical and 
epistemological validity” (p.  514). Given their unique sociopo liti cal contexts of 
upheaval, vio lence, and deprivation, can it be argued that participatory princi ples 
may be more complex when used with  children affected by armed conflict?



110 B i lot ta et  al .

Indeed, it has been suggested that war dramatically alters the lives of  children 
(Slone & Mann, 2016). For instance,  children who have been exposed to war may 
have experienced displacement, disruption in social support networks (e.g.,  family, 
community, school), severe hunger, malnutrition, disease, insecurity, and disrupted 
formal education. They may have witnessed or taken part in killings and severe 
injuries, and they may live in crowded refugee camps, and constant insecurity. 
Ample scholarship has examined the cognitive and psychiatric distress (Attanay-
ake et al., 2009) as well as developmental prob lems (Tol et al., 2013) associated 
with  children who have experienced war. While certainly not all  children and 
youth who have experienced war develop cognitive impairments, data have shown 
that young  people who have been exposed to armed conflict are at greater risk of 
developing trauma- related impairments, such as post- traumatic stress disorder 
(Attanayake et al., 2009). Given  these potential impacts of sociopo liti cal contexts, 
is it ethical to assume that princi ples of participatory research can be universally 
applied to all  children? This chapter addresses this question by exploring the ways 
in which the theoretical princi ples of a participatory approach may be maintained 
when translated and applied to  children affected by armed conflict. We argue that, 
in its current form, participatory research with  children affected by armed conflict 
is fraught with challenges that demand further attention. While some of  these 
dilemmas are not specific or unique to war- affected  children,  others appear more 
apparent. Therefore, we suggest that a deeper, more comprehensive examination of 
participatory research, specific to  children affected by armed conflict, is necessary. 
In  doing so, our aim is to provide researchers, research partners, ser vice provid-
ers, and prac ti tion ers (e.g., educators, social workers,  etc.) with an initial under-
standing of what actually constitutes participatory research with  children affected 
by war.

This chapter first provides a historical snapshot of the evolution of research 
with  children affected by armed conflict. It then unpacks what is meant by partici-
patory research with  children and youth affected by armed conflict. This includes 
an expansive review of the lit er a ture that focuses on participatory research that 
has been facilitated by and with  children affected by war. Next, we identify several 
of the methodology’s guiding princi ples, followed by its benefits. We then shift 
our focus and detail some of the significant challenges and critiques of applying 
this methodology with  children affected by war. Fi nally, we discuss the implica-
tions of participatory approaches with  these communities, while recommending 
pathways forward for researchers interested in this work.

research involving  children and  
youth affected by war
Despite being key players in con temporary war (e.g., combatants),  children’s 
views on armed conflict, its  causes, and its impact, have only been recently consid-
ered in depth. Indeed, reflecting on conventional notions of power, and what is 
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regarded as “expert” knowledge,  children are often talked about by scholars, rather 
than talked to (Denov, 2010). As Downe (2001) has observed, “Despite the unde-
niable visibility of  children in . . .  academic and popu lar repre sen ta tions of despair, 
rarely are the experiences, thoughts, actions and opinions of the  children explored 
analytically in a way that gives voice to  these marginalized social actors or that 
elucidates what it means to be a child  under such conditions. In effect, the  children 
are seen, but not heard.” (p. 165)

In addition, research on  children and youth affected by armed conflict has histori-
cally identified this population as “victims” and “vulnerable” (Bilotta & Denov, 2018). 
Such scholarship commonly results from the exclusion of war- affected  children’s per-
spectives, and  children rarely control the narratives produced about them (Watters, 
2001).

Efforts to reverse  children’s invisibility and increase their participation and 
voice  were solidified with the creation of the United Nations Convention on the 
Rights of the Child (CRC) in 1989. In addition to recognizing  children as holders 
of rights as opposed to objects of international law (Westwood, 2013), the CRC 
identifies that  children should be included and engaged in decision- making pro-
cesses that have an impact on their lives (UNCRC, 1989). Indeed, a child’s right to 
participate is explic itly written as its own distinct  human right (UNCRC, 1989). 
A major outcome of the CRC, which is the most widely ratified UN document, 
has led to an increased effort by researchers to seek ways to elicit  children’s per-
spectives and actively engage in the research pro cess. This includes a concerted 
effort to prioritize  children as active subjects or participants of research (Kellet, 
2010), and not simply objects of research. Kellet (2010) argues that this shift 
 toward increasing  children’s participation in research was driven by three main 
princi ples: (1) recognizing  children as capable social actors in society, (2) 
acknowledging that  children are users of vari ous social ser vices, and (3) paying 
increased attention to  children’s rights (see also Coad & Lewis, 2004; Kirby 
et al., 2003). It must also be noted that  children’s participation in research is a 
complex pro cess that shifts with culture and adjusts to the changing needs of 
society (Kellet, 2010). For instance, culture and context can shape what is con-
sidered normative or acceptable practice with re spect to  children’s participation 
(Denov & Shevell, 2019).

Despite the CRC’s declaration,  children’s participation in research has been a 
contested concept. Historically,  children  were deemed as cognitively and morally 
incompetent (Kellet, 2010). Over time, and through the changing conceptualiza-
tions and constructions of childhood, alongside the evolution of the child rights 
movement,  children have increasingly been regarded as critical members of soci-
ety whose voices should be privileged (Roberts, 2017). For instance, it became 
clear that  children offer valuable insight into their con temporary realities with 
regard to planning programs where  children are the intended beneficiaries. The 
shifts in the constructions of  children and childhood have slowly trickled into 
the realm of research and have been particularly apparent with the growing interest 
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in participatory approaches. Although participatory research with  children 
affected by armed conflict remains in its infancy, the existing scholarship indicates 
that participatory research with war- affected  children may be empowering as it 
engages this population as active, contributing members throughout the holistic 
pro cess of research— from conceptualization to knowledge dissemination. Due to 
the CRC, coupled with the fact that participatory research with young  people 
affected by war has yielded positive results (Cooper, 2005; Denov et al., 2012; Lui, 
2005), researchers increasingly rely on and utilize such approaches. Yet jumping 
on the participatory “bandwagon” without adequate context, critique, and reflec-
tion, may be unwise— and even dangerous— for both researchers and partici-
pants. Indeed, despite its effectiveness, several questions and concerns remain 
about participatory research. For instance, issues of research owner ship, and lead-
ership, and the inherent “ethical minefields” (Denov, 2010) therein, must be cau-
tiously and consistently negotiated with participants throughout the research 
pro cess (Smith et al., 2010). Prior to exploring some of  these issues, it is impera-
tive that we first unpack what is meant by participatory research.

participatory research
Participatory research (PR) is a collaborative approach that involves individuals 
and communities whose lives and work are being studied in all phases of the 
research pro cess. This requires an environment of shared authority in which each 
research partner’s (i.e., participants’) knowledge and capabilities are of value 
(Israel et  al., 1998; Minkler & Wallerstein, 2003). PR is an umbrella term that 
encompasses a variety of overlapping approaches to research, such as community- 
based PR, collaborative inquiry, participatory action research (PAR), participa-
tory rural appraisal, and arts- based PR. Each of  these approaches differs in its 
goals and strategies for change. However, collectively they share a set of funda-
mental princi ples, placing at their core the equitable involvement of all partners in 
the research pro cess, and they strive for social change (Israel et al., 1998; Minkler, 
2005).

The historical and theoretical roots of PR can be found in Lewin’s (1946) action 
research approach, the critical grounding of Freire’s (1970) emancipatory focus, 
and Chambers’s (1997) work on international development. From Lewin’s work, 
the participatory approach emphasizes active involvement in the research of  those 
affected by the prob lem  under study by proceeding in a spiral of steps— planning, 
action, observation, and reflection on the result of the action, leading to further 
inquiry and action for change. In the same vein, the work of Freire highlights that 
action and reflection are inseparable. His social concepts of critical consciousness 
and praxis (action based on critical consciousness) are at the heart of the partici-
patory approach.  Later contributions of Chambers further built on  these 
concepts, emphasizing a constant awareness of how we, the Westerners, the pro-
fessionals, “the uppers,” actively create the real ity that we want to see.
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Cornwall and Jewkes (1995) have identified two defining aspects of the PR 
approach. The first aspect relates to the relationships between the researcher and 
the researched, “which in turn determines how, by and for whom research is con-
ceptualized and conducted” (p.  1667). The second aspect is the “corresponding 
location of power at  every stage of the research pro cess” (Cornwall & Jewkes, 
1995, p. 1667). As such,  there is not a single “player” who holds all the information 
and absolute power; rather, PR entails a partnership, through the sharing of expe-
rience, expertise, and training. By turning traditional “top down” methods (e.g., 
researcher in control of all decision making) upside down and handing the power 
to communities and marginalized groups, the participatory approach creates a 
power reversal by enabling local  people to take control of the research pro cess 
(Chambers, 1997, p. 237).

PR rejects the notion of researcher as expert and is instead based on the 
assumption that research participants are better equipped to understand the social 
forces that shape the conditions of their lives (Nygreen et al., 2006) and are, there-
fore, the true experts of research (Cooper, 2005). As such, the outside researcher 
acts as a catalyst for the participants, who ideologically establish research goals, 
questions, research methods, data analy sis, and dissemination practices (Cooper, 
2005). Another impor tant perspective of PR is being attuned to participants’ 
cultures and ensuring that research pro cesses are facilitated in ways that are appro-
priate and relevant to the complex and multifaceted contexts and cultures of 
research partners. McIntyre (2008) argues that participatory approaches include a 
collective commitment to investigating an issue or prob lem, a reliance on local 
knowledge to recognize and better understand the prob lem, and alliances between 
researchers and partners throughout the research to address the prob lem.

participatory research with  
 children affected by war
Vari ous forms of PR have been documented in the scholarly lit er a ture concerning 
war- affected  children.  These include PAR, community- based PR, and arts- based 
PR. A PR approach has been used in a range of diverse settings relevant to the 
migration and refugee journey, namely postconflict countries in which war- 
affected youth are internally displaced (Sims et al., 2011; Green & Kloos, 2009), 
refugee camps in exile (Cooper 2007; Oh, 2012; Sawhney, 2009), and resettlement 
contexts (Gifford et al., 2007). While the majority of researchers adopting a par-
ticipatory approach have engaged with preteens and teens (e.g., Chatty et  al., 
2005), it has also been used with young  children  under the age of 6 (Sims et al., 2011). 
Many studies have engaged war- affected youth as individuals; however, some have 
included them with  family and community members (Afifi et  al., 2011; Mckay 
et al., 2011; Collie et al., 2010). For example, Collie et al. (2010) conducted a PAR 
proj ect with young Assyrian  women in New Zealand. The study sought to gain a 
more comprehensive understanding of their settlement experiences in New 
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Zealand and to identify ways to support their adjustment to life in their new coun-
try. During this proj ect, advisers from the community recommended involving the 
young  women’s parents and teachers in order to gain a more holistic understanding 
of their experience. Without a participatory approach to this study, the community 
component of settlement into New Zealand may have been overlooked.

Many studies that have  adopted a participatory approach have used visual arts– 
based methods, such as photovoice (Denov et al., 2012), digital storytelling/photo 
novellas (Lenette et al., 2015), theater/per for mance (High, 2014), and filmmaking 
(Lui, 2005).  Others have combined a participatory approach with ethnographic 
methods (Hinton, 2000; Collie et al., 2010), intervention mapping methods (Afifi 
et al., 2011), or integrated multimethod approaches (Gifford et al., 2007; Chatty et al., 
2005). Several researchers have highlighted the need to pi lot and adapt vari ous 
participatory tools and methods with  children in order to ensure that they are 
developmentally appropriate, as well as sensitive and valid for the par tic u lar cul-
ture and context (Sims et al., 2011; Armstrong et al., 2004). For instance, in a lon-
gitudinal participatory study exploring the well- being of 100 newly resettled 
refugee young  people, Gifford et al. (2007) noted that the par tic u lar background 
of the youth, namely, their disrupted schooling, the varying levels of literacy in 
their own language, the  limited comprehension of En glish, and the lack of prior 
experience of being involved in research, made the pi loting of arts- based methods 
crucial. Using arts- based methods made data collection more accessible and enabled 
data to be collected in a way that was more reflective of the young  people’s expe-
riences. White and Bushin (2011), moreover, found that adopting a flexible 
approach— “allowing fluidity between methods” (p. 335)— opened up a space for 
the  children themselves to modify the research materials and tools so they could 
better express their subjectivities and self- identities. Chapter  10 of this volume, 
“Arts- Based Research Innovations in Work with War- Affected  Children and 
Youth: A Synthesis,” explores  these approaches in greater depth.

While some researchers have chosen to adopt a participatory approach at the 
outset of the research proj ect,  others have used the approach in the midst of data 
collection as a way to mitigate the numerous ethical dilemmas they encountered. 
For example, Hinton (1995, 2000) spent more than one year conducting research 
with Bhutanese  children residing in a refugee camp in Nepal. While her initial 
intent was to use traditional ethnographic methods, during her fieldwork, the 
power differentials between the researcher and the community did not allow her 
to continue with traditional methods. As Hinton (1995) notes, “Displaced and 
disempowered, denied access to decision- making structures, they wanted a chan-
nel for their views” (p. 1). By incorporating a participatory approach and allowing 
the  children and the community to lead and own the data generated, she was able 
to resolve some of the dilemmas around power and voice and ultimately conduct 
her research effectively.

Researchers have used participatory approaches to explore an array of issues 
from  mental health and well- being (Vindevogel et al., 2015; Betancourt et al., 2015; 
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Afifi et al., 2011), to reintegration (Mckay et al., 2011; Denov et al., 2012), to educa-
tion (Cooper, 2007), to resettlement (Gifford et al., 2007). For example, in a PAR 
proj ect that included three war- torn countries— Liberia, Sierra Leone, and North-
ern Uganda— Mckay et al. (2011) worked with 658 young  mothers associated with 
armed forces or armed groups (ages 15–30) and over 1,200 of their  children to 
explore reintegration pro cesses. Rather than adopting internationally defined 
notions and adult- centric statements about what reintegration means, the research 
team worked in partnership with the young  mothers to understand and explore 
reintegration from their point of view. This included understanding how they con-
ceptualized successful reintegration for themselves and their  children.

Participatory proj ects with war- affected youth vary considerably in the extent 
to which they have involved  children and youth in the continuum of participation 
for research activities. For instance, while proj ects have often involved  children 
and youth in identifying critical needs (e.g., Betancourt et al., 2015), it has been less 
common for proj ects to engage young  people throughout the entire research pro-
cess, particularly in conducting data analy sis (see Cooper, 2007 for a notable excep-
tion). When  children are supported to analyze data, they are provided with a sense 
of agency, which may also support the researcher in developing themes.

In terms of social justice outcomes, a substantial number of studies highlight 
the benefits of the research pro cess on the  children themselves. Researchers have 
emphasized the increase in social justice awareness among the  children, which in 
turn inspired cognitive, emotional, or intellectual insights. For example, in their 
proj ect with  children in Batticaloa, a province in Sri Lanka that has experienced 
years of conflict and displacement, Armstrong et  al. (2004) noted that engage-
ment in the data collection pro cess (via participatory tools such as visual map-
ping) had a positive impact on the  children’s ability to understand and analyze 
issues that are of concern to them. However, only a  limited number of research 
proj ects reported external social change outcomes, such as actions targeting the 
immediate  causes of social injustice or its root  causes (Green & Kloos, 2009).

While not a systematic review of the lit er a ture specific to PR with  children 
affected by war, our review exploring lit er a ture between the years of 1995 and 2018 
does indicate a dearth of empirical scholarship on the issue. This gap in the lit er a-
ture consists of participatory approaches and ethical concerns regarding research 
with war- affected  children and youth. This, in turn, highlights the need for further 
research and attention to be given to this impor tant population.

benefits of participatory research
Numerous benefits of PR approaches have been identified and cited in academic 
lit er a ture ( Jacquez et al., 2013; Macaulay et al., 2011). This section identifies some 
of the major benefits of facilitating PR, particularly with young  people affected by 
armed conflict.  These include centering participants’ voices, trust building, and 
capacity building.
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Centering Participants’ Voices
In relation to war- affected  children and youth, emerging research has highlighted 
several key benefits of participatory approaches. First, PR methods and results are 
more grounded, relevant, and tailored to participants’ realities (Green, 2008). 
Davidson et al. (2008) have specifically highlighted that existing, nonparticipatory 
research with  people of refugee backgrounds is methodologically problematic: “[it] 
relies on assessment tools and techniques that are not necessarily sensitive to refu-
gees’ cultural and linguistic backgrounds, pathologizes refugees’ suffering and dis-
tress following extreme adversity, and shifts attention and resources away from 
engagement that promotes individual and community resilience onto engagement 
that is aimed primarily at symptom relief ” (p. 168). Instead, participatory approaches 
position  children’s perspectives and voices at the center of the research pro cess. Con-
sequently, participatory methods also provide war- affected youth the opportunity 
to tell their own stories (McKay et al., 2011; Oh, 2012). As previously mentioned, 
provided the opportunity,  children may conceptualize distress and healing in ways 
that differ from  those assumed for them by outside professionals. Garnering their 
perspectives can enhance the reliability and validity of research findings (Ellis et al., 
2007; Sonn et al., 2013). For example, in their work in postwar northern Uganda, 
Vindevogel et al. (2015) used a participatory ranking methodology to explore key 
indicators of young  people’s resilience. By allowing diff er ent stakeholders (the youth 
themselves, parents, elders, teachers) to control the data- gathering pro cess and col-
lectively explore and reflect on the meaning of resilience, the authors report being 
able to ascertain more culturally sensitive and contextually relevant indicators of 
resilience. Indeed, an under lying assumption of a participatory approach is that 
young  people hold the knowledge and the capacity to articulate and solve their own 
prob lems. By not imposing external research agendas and providing war- affected 
 children and youth the opportunity to choose and design the research methods, the 
likelihood that data collection is facilitated in ways that are sensitive to  children and 
youth’s local contexts is increased (Sonn et al., 2013; McKay et al. 2011). For instance, 
working in partnership with a refugee community in Beirut, Afifi et al. (2011)  were 
able to construct a logic model, a visual illustration of an intervention’s assumptions, 
resources, activities, and expected outcomes, for a youth  mental health promotion 
intervention that was more relevant to community needs, more feasible for imple-
mentation, and ultimately more sustainable.

Building Trust
Another advantage of PR lies in the domain of trust and access. Israel et al. (1998) 
note that one of the most frequently mentioned challenges researchers encoun-
ter when conducting effective community- based research is a “lack of trust and 
perceived lack of re spect, particularly between researchers and community 
members” (p.  183). The issue of trust is particularly salient when conducting 
research with hidden and hard- to- reach populations, such as refugees and other 



 Navigating Participatory Research 117

war- affected communities (Miller, 2004). Due to their past and ongoing experi-
ences of trauma, oppression, and marginalization, war- affected youth have, under-
standably, developed a self- protective insularity and mistrust of outsiders (Ní 
Raghallaigh, 2013). Moreover, Mackenzie et al. (2007) and Pittaway et al. (2010) 
note that a long history of exploitative and unethical research, including the publi-
cation of names and photos without authorization, and researchers having partici-
pants revisit traumatic events without offering follow-up support, has led war- affected 
youth to be wary of outside researchers. Gaining and earning participants’ trust is, 
therefore, a central methodological concern when conducting research with war- 
affected  children and youth as it significantly impacts access to the community 
and subsequently the truthfulness and accuracy of the data collected (Afifi et al., 
2011; Miller, 2004). Although participatory approaches cannot in and of them-
selves, guarantee trust between researchers and young  people, the centrality that 
 these approaches place on re spect, reciprocity, consultation, and mutual contribu-
tion may make it more likely for trust to develop than traditional research 
approaches. For example, White and Bushin (2011) describe the benefits of “hang-
ing out” and building relationships with asylum- seeking  children over a long 
period of time, and then stepping back and allowing the young  people to take the 
lead, enabling the time to build trusting relationships.  Here, using a variety of 
diverse participatory child- centered methods (e.g., allowing  children’s voices to 
be heard as opposed to depending on assumptions, spending long periods of time 
with  children, active listening,  etc.) yielded richer data and allowed the research-
ers to gain access to the complex nuances within  children’s experiences of living 
in a refugee accommodation center (White & Bushin, 2011). Furthermore, the 
researchers claim that while building trust was by no means a straightforward pro-
cess, the adoption of a participatory approach encouraged the  children to feel at 
ease and take an active part in the research pro cess (White & Bushin, 2011).

Building Capacity
War- affected  children and youth’s engagement in the research pro cess can offer 
direct benefits by enhancing youth’s skills and insight. Scholars have argued that 
by building  children’s capacity, participatory approaches may facilitate a sense of 
agency, allowing war- affected  children and youth not only to benefit from 
research outcomes but also from the pro cess itself ( Jagosh et  al., 2015; Mckay 
et al., 2011). This princi ple is seen in Freire’s concept of critical consciousness, a 
pro cess by which  people become aware of and begin to enact their own agency. 
In this pro cess,  people come to recognize the social, po liti cal, and economic real-
ities that shape their lives and their capacity to transform  those oppressive ele-
ments (Freire, 1970). This pro cess may be particularly impor tant in settings of 
conflict where  children are often forced to play a central role in their own pro-
tection and in the care of their  family and loved ones (Hart & Tryer, 2006). 
The engagement in research provides  children and youth with the opportunity 
for reflection and offers increased awareness and knowledge of their situation 
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that may be helpful for both them and their families (Hart & Tryer, 2006). More-
over, the dissemination of study results back into the community, a key feature in 
PR, enables refugee  children, refugee- led organ izations and ser vice partners to 
use the knowledge gained through research to advance individual and commu-
nity well- being (Betancourt et al., 2015). For example, based on a PAR proj ect 
with young  people in a refugee camp in  Kenya, Cooper (2007) describes how the 
engagement of youth as peer researchers led to vari ous benefits.  These included 
emotional (increased sense of responsibility) and practical (tangibly acquiring 
skill sets that led to job opportunities and improved material circumstances) 
benefits.

Despite the numerous advantages of employing PR approaches with  children 
affected by armed conflict, several challenges remain. The next section exposes 
some of  these challenges, prior to providing considerations for  future PR with 
 children affected by war.

challenges of participatory research: 
“transformation,” “empowerment,” false  
promises, and structural barriers
PR is often lauded  because of its potential for transformation (Kyoon- Achan et al., 
2018) and participant empowerment (Cargo & Mercer, 2008; Ozer & Douglas, 
2015), as well as its ability to “address real- world needs,” and translate research into 
practice (Cargo & Mercer, 2008, p. 328). PR is said to be driven by values of social 
or environmental justice, and the interests of  those at the bottom of the vulnera-
bility hierarchies. Highlighting the community benefits of participatory work, 
Cargo and Mercer (2008) note that partnerships within participatory work create 
conditions conducive to consciousness- raising and mutual learning that are critical 
for galvanizing communities to act and attain emancipation. They maintain that 
“community participation in the research pro cess enables individual, interpersonal, 
orga nizational and community empowerment, owner ship and capacity build-
ing” (Cargo & Mercer, 2008. p.  330). Despite such declarations, one cannot 
assume empowerment, owner ship, or capacity building  will inevitably occur. 
Moreover, who deems that the research has been “transformative” and “emanci-
patory”? How is this assessed? What does it mean to be “empowered,” and who 
defines it? What is regarded as “transformation” and in whose benefit? Both micro- 
and macro- level constraints may inhibit a truly au then tic PR agenda with 
 children and youth affected by war. One such constraint is the inherent power 
of a researcher.

Researcher’s Power
Perhaps the first concern of PR with  children affected by armed conflict is the 
intrinsic power of the researcher, as compared with the research participants. If 
unrecognized or underrecognized, researchers may inadvertently position them-
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selves in places where participants’ and researchers’ expectations are misaligned. 
For instance, while researchers and participants may both believe that PR could 
actually incite change,  there may be intensified hope or expectations for partici-
pants. Akesson et al. (2014) highlight the “real danger” for researchers to engender 
false expectations that cannot be realistically fulfilled through the course of 
research. This is primarily associated with the social change and transformative 
(Wang & Burris, 1994) princi ples of PR coupled with the population:  children 
affected by war. For instance, in their participatory proj ect with  children affected 
by war in Sierra Leone, Denov et al. (2012) note that following a photovoice exhi-
bition, discussions with policy makers ultimately failed to yield concrete changes 
for the participants. This inevitably left both the participants and the research-
ers questioning the feasibility of photovoice and other participatory methods as 
 viable long- term, transformative social change, and the dangers of creating false 
expectations in research participants. They questioned the ability of the method 
to achieve participant “emancipation” as a result of structural barriers and condi-
tions largely out of the control of researchers and the research pro cess. If partici-
pants’ expectations of transformation and empowerment are not realized, the 
participatory pro cess may be experienced as the antithesis of empowering, leav-
ing participants feeling potentially frustrated or exploited. Ultimately, the danger 
of creating false expectations in research participants regarding transformation, 
empowerment, and emancipation is real.

Bennett (2004) also notes that  there is a danger that participants may become 
alienated from their community by virtue of their association with a research proj-
ect. In addition, a heightened awareness by a marginal group of its oppression (as 
can be the case through research participation) can increase unhappiness. At the 
other extreme, participatory work can result in the creation of a “participating 
elite” among local  people— ultimately fostering factionalism within a community 
(Denov and Shevell, 2019). The participating elite may, essentially, create a hierar-
chy among a community of potential research partners.

Moreover, unpacking what is meant by “participation” is essential, given the 
risk and dangers of tokenistic participation, specifically with war- affected  children, 
where researchers declare their work participatory, and yet meaningful, consis-
tent, and sustainable participation may, in fact, be negligent. Although coined 
nearly three de cades ago, Hart’s (1992) declaration of “tokenistic” PR with  children 
remains relevant. According to Hart (1992), tokenism describes “ those instances 
in which  children are apparently given a voice, but in fact have  little or no choice 
about the subject or the style of communicating it, and  little or no opportunity to 
formulate their own opinions” (p.  9). Indeed, it has been noted that achieving 
equal partnership (in accordance with the fundamental princi ples of PR) can be 
challenging (Wallerstein & Duran, 2006). In fact, a systematic review of PR stud-
ies ascertained that only four of sixty community- based participatory studies 
demonstrated community participation across all research phases (Viswanathan 
et al., 2004).
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Structural Barriers: Culture and Context
As noted, participatory approaches can elicit feelings of both empowerment and 
vulnerability in participants. This is especially relevant when participants may face 
complex social, po liti cal, and power dynamics that can have significant implica-
tions (Veale et al., 2017). For instance, in their PR with  those affected by war in 
Uganda and Sierra Leone, Veale et  al. (2017) illustrate the effectiveness of PR 
along a continuum of interconnectedness between individual emotional experi-
ence and the broader emotional climate. They highlight individual agency and 
individual and community resilience and public engagement within their research 
context. Thus, without the connection between the individual and broader social 
surroundings, participants in PR may strug gle when reintegrating into broader 
social contexts.

Barriers related to the surrounding institutions and structures may also affect 
the long- term feasibility and princi ples of empowerment related to PR. In some 
cases, nondemo cratic governments may obstruct or impede proj ects that subtly 
or overtly challenge government dictates, directives, norms, and accepted dis-
course. For example, one of the authors of this chapter worked on a participatory 
proj ect over a three- year period with a group of war- affected youth.  Toward the 
end of the proj ect, the research team sought to share the research findings with 
the local community via a community conference that aimed to engage over one 
hundred community members. However, twelve hours prior to the conference, 
government officials telephoned members of the research team to “advise” them 
that sharing the findings of the proj ect could lead to “negative consequences” for 
all involved, “advising” the team to cancel the conference. Out of fear of negative 
po liti cal, social, and long- term consequences for all involved, including the 
research participants, the research team canceled the conference. The  children 
involved in the proj ect  were understandably devastated; they had spent six 
months of dedicated time and concerted effort to plan the conference sharing 
their unique perspectives and experiences, just for  those efforts to go unnoticed 
and unheard. Participants  were keen to continue the proj ect and work to influ-
ence  future policy and practice. However, the surrounding po liti cal climate and 
external  factors and forces prevented the proj ect from advancing in the ways that 
the local community, youth, and entire research team had hoped for.  These types 
of structural and institutional barriers, while outside the control of the research-
ers and participants, need to be taken into account at all stages of the research 
pro cess as they too can lead to feelings of frustration and even a sense of betrayal 
in participants.

Cultural  factors may also inhibit the advancement of the “social action” princi-
ple of PR. Indeed, in their participatory study with Assyrian young  women in 
New Zealand, Collie et al. (2010) found that their participants wanted adults 
in their community to understand their desire to adapt some Assyrian culture 
norms, so they could situate better in New Zealand, but they “feared they would 
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be criticized if they conveyed this in a public way” (p. 141). This is connected 
to the fact that cultural norms of the Assyrian, as well as other immigrant and 
refugee communities,  were  under threat in New Zealand. Thus the participants’ 
desires to shift some of  these cultural norms could have engendered negative 
reverberations across the Assyrian community in New Zealand (Collie et  al., 
2010). This example illustrates the complexity of the social advocacy or social 
action component of PR. In this case, had the researchers shared their findings in 
order to generate social change, participants and the Assyrian community may 
have received adverse consequences from mainstream, dominant New Zealand 
communities.

Insider/Outsider Tensions
As noted  earlier in this collection, culture and context play a prominent role in 
how individuals conceptualize and experience war, vio lence, migration, healing, 
and coping. Wilson et al. (2018) and Collie et al. (2010) highlight the importance 
of culture and context in participatory work. Collie et  al. (2010) suggest that 
researchers must be prepared to adapt the pro cess so that it best meets what the 
community wants to achieve. To be effective, critical reflection on how the socio-
cultural and situational context is affecting the knowledge and action produced 
within PR is required. By grounding proj ects in participants’ par tic u lar goals and 
sociocultural context, richer and more effective results can be delivered for both 
the participants and academia. In a similar vein, Wilson et al. (2018) argue that 
when outside researchers do not share the same culture, race, and social location 
as community partners, cultural misunderstandings can arise. They advocate for 
culturally sensitive methods of collecting data and analy sis, although the under-
pinnings of the meaning of “culturally sensitive” methods need further unpacking, 
particularly with war- affected  children.

Sharing the same race, culture, and social location, however,  will not do away 
with ethical challenges and complexities— and in some ways can further compli-
cate them.  Those who are part of the community can, at times, be defined as insid-
ers, yet at other times they may be defined by community members as outsiders as 
a result of their role and status as researchers working within their communities. 
As such,  these individuals may strug gle to navigate multiple and competing 
roles (Denov et al., 2018).  There is often an assumption that as researchers, we are 
 either insiders or outsiders, or put simply, we are  either members of the communi-
ties that we study, or we are outsiders in  these communities. However, as research-
ers, we can be both insiders and outsiders. For example, Denov et  al. (2018) 
highlight the example of a PR proj ect where one of the facilitators was himself a 
war- affected individual. In the following quote, this individual, who was a former 
child soldier, reflected on his dual role as both insider and outsider in his work 
with war- affected youth: “I have to say it was difficult.  Because . . .  you know,  here 
I am [acting] as a referee. Yet at the same time you are watching a game, but you 
are also part of the game. . . .  You know it was very emotional. At the same time, 
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you want to help  these [youth] by listening to them, but at the same time, what 
they are telling you is close to you. It was a difficult pro cess. I was playing a dual 
role, at the same time dealing with emotions.”

discussion: ways forward
PR is complex and messy with any population or community. The challenges 
associated with experiencing armed conflict and working with  children are two 
compounding variables that only intensify the dilemmas of facilitating PR. As 
previously mentioned, due to the intensity of experiencing war,  children are more 
predisposed to psychiatric and developmental impairments than young  people 
who have not experienced armed conflict (Attanayake et al. 2009). As it currently 
stands, minimal scholarship has addressed the practicality or real ity of objectively 
engaging in PR approaches with  children affected by armed conflict. Thus, as 
researchers, we are left to apply common PR princi ples with a unique and distinc-
tive population. While we are not recommending a checklist approach to facilitate 
PR with this community, we are advocating for a more nuanced and comprehen-
sive exploration of specific ways to use PR with  children affected by armed conflict 
that  will benefit both researchers and research participants. In this section, there-
fore, we provide par tic u lar areas of consideration for researchers and prac ti tion ers 
when facilitating participatory work with this population.  These include position-
ing research participants at the forefront of research, a further exploration of what 
constitutes “community” for war- affected young  people, and researchers’ account-
ability to move beyond procedural ethics.

Participant- Centered Research
 There is a generalized assumption in PR that the methodology is inherently 
empowering for participants. Nonetheless, minimal scholarship has examined 
this from the perspectives of  children affected by armed conflict who have partici-
pated in PR. Instead, due to the inherent power asymmetries in research relation-
ships, researchers may, albeit inadvertently, define how PR with  children affected 
by war is conceptualized, understood, and perceived during and  after a research 
proj ect on behalf of their participants. However, as researchers, can we assume 
that understandings of PR consistently align with  those of participants, especially 
with young  people affected by armed conflict? We argue that no, we cannot. Situ-
ating participants at the center of PR throughout the research endeavor would 
ultimately facilitate a research pro cess that would benefit both researchers and 
participants. Without discussing with our participants their perspectives on 
research,  there is  little reason to suggest our approach as researchers and prac ti-
tion ers is the most valuable and beneficial approach for all parties involved. 
Moreover, all war- affected  children and youth should not be lumped into one 
homogeneous category. Indeed gender, age, socioeconomic status, ethnicity, lan-
guage, mobility, sexual orientation, gender identity, and education level—to name 
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a few— are all intersectional  factors that may constitute privileged or marginalized 
positions within each community. As such, social locations and identities of each 
participant must be recognized and critically accounted for.

While more research is needed, a preliminary exploration of some of  these ques-
tions has been done by Bilotta (2019). In a research proj ect exploring “research 
ethics” in the Kakuma refugee camp, Bilotta found that war- affected refugee youth 
previously experienced research as an asymmetrical pro cess between partici-
pant and researcher. For instance, refugee youth participants commonly referred 
to researchers as “self- benefiting” and felt as if researchers prioritized their own 
academic needs (e.g., publications, achieving tenure) over  those of the partici-
pants. Furthermore, the participants in this research recommended that  future 
researchers in Kakuma refugee camp, at minimum, continuously “check-in” with 
participants to verify  whether their needs are also being met. In fact, when detail-
ing a previous PR experience, one participant claimed that “we [participants] 
came upon a prob lem  after the researcher left and when we [participants] tried to 
reach him [researcher] to ask advice, he was nowhere to be found” (Bilotta, 2019, 
p. 167).

Given the foregoing realities, we argue that concerns related to PR proj ects 
should not terminate with data collection. As researchers, our responsibility 
includes responding to research- related inquiries well beyond data collection. 
Without consistently considering the needs and values of our participants, can 
researchers be sure that participatory approaches genuinely constitute participant- 
centered approaches? A more in- depth and concerted effort to comprehend the 
experiences of how research participants experience PR approaches is needed. 
The results of such studies may engender greater collaboration between participa-
tory researchers and research participants to identify and generate participatory 
princi ples that are participant- centered and mutually beneficial to both researchers 
and participants, ultimately enhancing the quality, impact, and reach of research 
results.

Family/Community Inclusion
Currently,  there appears to be a dearth of research exploring the role of commu-
nity with re spect to PR with youth affected by armed conflict. This is disconcert-
ing, considering that a preponderance of postconflict settings— particularly in 
Africa, Asia, and Latin Amer i ca— represent collectivist socie ties where the “com-
munity” is a vital ele ment of the culture, context, and daily life (Betancourt et al., 
2014). Indeed, many  children affected by armed conflict originate from contexts 
where an individual’s existence is recognized through familial or social networks, 
associations with other  people, and their relations to the larger community (Corbin, 
2008). Thus facilitating PR with  children affected by war without acknowledging 
 family or community members may be incomplete or even unethical. We suggest 
that prior to engaging in PR with war- affected  children and youth, researchers 
would do well to inquire with key  family and community members to determine 
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and include their perspectives and realities. Ascertaining this information 
may yield a more respectful, culturally relevant, and informed research pro cess 
where the integral members of the young person’s life are considered. Fi nally, 
if  family and community are of tantamount importance to the individual, 
researchers must continuously consult with  family and community members 
throughout the research pro cess. Essentially, PR with  children affected by war 
should not only be participant centered but  family and community centered 
as well.

It is also impor tant to acknowledge that the meaning of “ family” may be more 
fluid for  children affected by war who may have lost key  family members through 
death or displacement. Research with war- affected youth has shown that in the 
absence of formal  family structures, young  people report actively and deliber-
ately developing personal networks that included their peers, surrogate families, 
and communities who provided psychosocial support, information, or resources 
(Blanchet- Cohen & Denov, 2015). Understanding “ family” from a broader and 
more integrative perspective is vital to meeting the unique needs and perspectives 
of war- affected youth (Blanchet- Cohen et al., 2019).

Similarly, researchers must explore what constitutes community. In other 
words, how is “community” defined? Who determines the constitution of com-
munity in diverse settings? It is the responsibility of the researcher to inquire with 
participants,  family, and community members to understand the significance of 
community in each context? If  there are no  family members pre sent, how do 
participants define “community?” Does their definition include elders, teachers, 
government officials, extended  family members, neighbors, friends, social work-
ers, among  others? How might determining  these par ameters of community affect 
the research? Moreover, when  family or community members and participants in 
PR are so closely connected to the research, how is “owner ship” understood? For 
instance, does the researcher or the community own the research? And what con-
stitutes “owning” the research? Is owner ship related to data, knowledge gained, 
and the like? If it is a true collaborative effort, and the data are co- owned, how is 
authorship understood and determined? How does this work in practice? For 
instance, are all members of the community considered authors for publication? 
As it currently stands, the researcher generally authors PR proj ects with  children 
and youth affected by armed conflict. This, ostensibly, indicates that it is the 
researcher who owns the data and the research. We argue that such considerations 
must be acknowledged and negotiated, among researchers, participants, and 
 family and community members, prior to the commencement of the research 
proj ect.

Researcher Accountability: Procedural and Relational Ethics
Researchers must be held accountable to consider the ethical implications of facil-
itating research with young  people affected by armed conflict. Although academic 
research ethics protocols require researchers to consider vari ous procedural ethi-
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cal princi ples of research (e.g., re spect for persons, beneficence), we argue that 
researchers engaged in participatory work with young  people affected by armed 
conflict must also reflect on relational ethics. Vervliet et  al. (2015) distinguish 
between procedural ethics and relational ethics, with procedural ethics referring to 
the pro cess whereby researchers go through internal review boards and obtain 
official ethical approval within their institutions. To protect and safeguard partici-
pants, procedural ethics require researchers to be clear, forthright, and protective 
regarding what  will be required of participants, informed consent, privacy and 
confidentiality, the right to withdraw from a study without consequence, and 
dissemination practices (Court, 2018; Vervliet et  al., 2015). Once researchers 
have satisfied the procedural ethical requirements of the internal review board, 
researchers then receive approval, usually through a signed document, enabling 
them to commence the research. This pro cess tends to reflect an approach of stan-
dardization and objectivity, and yet, as this chapter has highlighted, research, 
and the ensuing relationships that develop within it, are often messy, blurry, and 
murky. As Ellis (2007) suggests, once the research begins,  there are no definitive 
rules or princi ples regarding what to do in  every situation or relationship other 
than the rather vague and generic ethical principal of “do no harm.” Moreover, 
while the formalized and “objective” realities of straightforward issues, such as 
consent in one context, may, in fact, in another context, raise complexities and 
uncertainties. As one academic from the Global North explained in relation to her 
research in a refugee camp in the Global South, “Informed consent is a joke when 
 there is no food, no proper interpreters to read the legalistic forms we take . . .  
sometimes it makes me feel sick to have to ask  people” (Pittaway & Bartolomei, 
2013, p.  159). Adding further complexity, PR, with its emphasis on challenging 
power dynamics and fostering greater decision- making power among partici-
pants, raises unique ethical challenges where “ doing no harm” is not always clear 
or obvious.

Within this context, and in the spirit of participatory approaches, relational 
ethics may be an impor tant resource for researchers to draw on. Unlike procedural 
ethics, relational ethics requires researchers to act from their hearts and minds, 
acknowledge their interpersonal bonds to  others, and take responsibility for their 
actions and the consequences thereof, as researchers (Ellis, 2007). Relational eth-
ics emphasize the importance of re spect within the research pro cess (Lawrence 
et al., 2013, 2015), reciprocity between researchers and participants (Chilisa, 2012; 
MacKenzie et al., 2007), and researchers’ reflexivity (Guillemin & Gillam, 2004), 
and they highlight the necessity to unpack researcher/participant power relations 
(Barker & Smith, 2001). Moreover, seeking a collaborative rather than a hierarchi-
cal relationship, relational ethics seek to privilege a partnership and collaboration 
between researchers and participants, challenge asymmetrical relationships, and 
include key actors in participants’ lives, such as teachers, guardians, social work-
ers, religious leaders, and key community leaders (Ellis, 2007; Vervliet et al., 2015). 
This kind of approach is well suited to participatory approaches and could be a 
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means to ensure more meaningful and honest engagement with participants. A 
relational approach compels the researcher to move beyond rigid objective ethical 
standards and participate in often uncomfortable questioning of our roles as 
researchers and prac ti tion ers.

Guidelines/Recommendations for Researchers
As previously acknowledged, given the complexities of participatory approaches 
and the vast and multifaceted contexts in which they are carried out, we do 
not advocate for a universalized set of PR princi ples for research with young 
 people affected by war, nor a checklist of ele ments that researchers should abide 
by. Given the uniqueness of cultures and contexts, universalized approaches to PR 
would contradict its core under pinnings. Included  here, however, is a list of gen-
eral considerations that researchers could familiarize themselves with prior to 
facilitating PR with  children and youth affected by armed conflict.

• Prior to commencing a research proj ect, structural, contextual, and institu-
tional constraints need to be carefully considered as researchers determine 
 whether and how war- affected  children’s participation takes place, as well as 
the possibility of realistically reaching research goals. Specific attention should 
be given to assessing the structural barriers (e.g., po liti cal climate,  legal status, 
sociocultural perceptions of childhood) and the facilitators required for com-
munity action in order to avoid creating false expectations of transformation, 
empowerment, and emancipation.

• When creating spaces for participation, efforts should be made to identify 
and include  children who may be excluded  because of gender, language or 
education level, clan or ethnic affiliation, race, socioeconomic status, sexual 
orientation, gender identity, disability, or other key intersectional and identity 
markers.

• Researchers should engage war- affected  children and youth not only as indi-
viduals but also as members of families and communities, involving their 
 family members, peers, teachers, elders, or other members of their social net-
work in the research pro cess throughout the duration of the study.

• We recommend that researchers who apply specific participatory methods 
consider modifying or adapting them, so that they resonate with the culture, 
context, gender, and age group of the population  under study. This  will ensure 
that the tools used are culturally appropriate and reflect  children’s values, cus-
toms, age, levels of ability, literacy and language, and familiarity with research 
(e.g., Castleden & Garvin, 2008).

• Given the lack of empirical knowledge regarding how  children affected by war 
perceive and experience their involvement in PR ( Jacquez et al., 2013), research 
proj ects should be accompanied by continuous and consistent monitoring and 
evaluation of the pro cess and outcomes of participation. This should include 
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any unintended consequences, both positive and negative. This pro cess  will 
ensure that assumptions regarding the benefits of PR are supported by inquiry 
rather than assumptions.

• To help manage expectations and ensure accountability of all parties, research-
ers should establish advisory boards as well as a memorandum of understand-
ing with community partners to determine how issues would be handled. In 
this pro cess, acknowledging and addressing issues of power, particularly the 
power associated with researchers’ status (e.g., social locations, positionalities, 
 etc.) is critical and  will help facilitate a more equitable partnership.

• In order to mitigate some of the ethical challenges associated with PR, we rec-
ommend exploring and ascertaining how war- affected  children understand 
and define abstract concepts, such as participation, voluntary consent, and 
confidentiality. Particularly in PR with war- affected  children, it may be more 
useful to view informed consent as a participatory iterative pro cess, in which 
the initial research agreement is renegotiated at multiple stages of the research 
(e.g., Ruiz- Casares & Thompson, 2016, which used participatory methods to 
develop visual consent forms with  children).

conclusion
This chapter has demonstrated that PR approaches with  children and youth 
affected by war can be beneficial. We argue, however, that such approaches be 
exercised with caution given the unique experiences of this population and the 
inherent power of the researcher. When facilitating PR approaches with  children 
and youth affected by armed conflict, researchers should consistently situate the 
participants at the center of the research pro cess, for the duration of the proj ect. 
This includes regularly communicating with participants to ascertain their experi-
ences of participating in the research. In addition, researchers should consult with 
the immediate and broader community. For instance, researchers would benefit 
from connecting with  family members, elders, educators, and mentors and ascer-
tain what constitutes “community” for the child or youth. Moreover, researchers 
must extend beyond procedural ethics and explore how relational ethics may 
influence participatory approaches with this population. Fi nally, while the com-
mon princi ples of PR approaches are impor tant to consider with  children and 
youth affected by war, researchers should be comfortable adapting  those princi-
ples to fit the unique needs of each participant group and each par tic u lar context.

This chapter provides an initial exploration into the nuance and complexity of 
PR approaches with  children and youth affected by armed conflict. Therefore, to 
gain a deeper awareness of such approaches,  future research should examine this 
topic more critically. This is not only vital for the purpose of research, but more 
importantly, for the participants who so graciously participate in our research.
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7 • THE RIGHT TO BE HEARD  
IN RESEARCH
Participatory Research Ethics in  
Kakuma Refugee Camp

N E I L  B I LOT TA  A N D  MY R I A M  D E N O V

refugee young  people living in kakuma:  
ethics and anti- oppressive research practices
Over the last two de cades, ample research has focused on the realities of young 
refugees and their complex plight, especially  those living in the context of refugee 
camps. More specifically, research has highlighted  children’s experiences of being 
forced to flee their homes (Wilkes, 1994), as well as the reproductive health 
(Krause et  al., 2015), nutrition ( Jemal et  al., 2017), risk of disease and illness 
(Hawkes et al., 2016), education (Mareng, 2010), and  mental health (Vossoughi 
et al., 2018) of refugee  children.

While much attention has been given to the realities of refugee young  people 
(RYP), minimal scholarship has considered their perspectives on the pro cess of 
research participation. Displaced persons may experience profound precarity and 
disruption in their everyday surroundings, making ethical participation in research 
of critical importance. Yet exercising “ethical research practices” with refugee 
communities is fraught with vari ous complications that have been acknowledged 
in the lit er a ture (Block et al., 2013; Hugman et al., 2011). This includes the inherent 
power and positionality of researchers when compared to research participants 
(Block et al., 2013). Such difficulties surface throughout the research pro cess, from 
formulating a research question to dissemination (Block et al., 2013). Nontheo-
retical, practical solutions aimed at navigating  these challenges, however, are less 
acknowledged (Block et al., 2013).

In addition, evidence suggests that due to the complexity of research with refu-
gee communities, refugees face a heightened risk of exploitative research, despite 
researchers’ benevolent intentions (Pittaway et  al., 2010). Indeed, Pittaway and 
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Bartolomei (2013) ascertained that refugees and internally displaced persons dis-
trusted and felt exploited by researchers, and that researchers instilled false prom-
ises. In fact, a research participant  housed in a refugee camp in Thailand claimed, 
“We never heard from the researchers again . . .  they stole our stories” (as cited in 
Pittaway et al., 2010, p. 236). From such information, it has been documented that 
the ethics of research with displaced communities needs to be reassessed in order 
to better meet the needs of participants (Hugman et al., 2011; Pittaway & Bartolo-
mei, 2013).

Given the profound ethical realities and challenges inherent in this work, 
alongside the significant power asymmetries in the research relationship, research-
ers working with RYP have a responsibility to consider and investigate the impacts 
of research with their participants (Gillam, 2013). This is particularly apparent for 
young refugees living in the context of Kakuma refugee camp, where academic 
researchers have, over de cades, been omnipresent ( Jansen, 2011; Russell & Stage, 
1996). This chapter qualitatively explores research ethics with RYP in Kakuma 
refugee camp,  Kenya. Based on participants’ previous research experiences, this 
chapter includes two participant- inspired recommendations for  future research-
ers working in Kakuma refugee camp or similar contexts. In analyzing our data, 
we frame this chapter within an anti- oppressive research (AOR) prism.

Established in 1992, the Kakuma refugee camp is positioned in the semiarid 
region of northwest  Kenya. It is situated about 100 kilo meters (62 mi.) south of 
the South Sudan border and 1,000 kilo meters (621 mi.) northwest of Nairobi. The 
protracted refugee camp encompasses four zones (Kakuma I– IV) over 10 kilo-
meters (6.2 mi.) wide, and  houses roughly 148,000 refugees, which is 48,000 above 
capacity (United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees [UNHCR], 2017). 
Inhabitants of the camp hail mainly from South Sudan and Somalia, though sig-
nificant populations from Sudan, Ethiopia, Demo cratic Republic of the Congo, 
and less from Eritrea, Uganda, and Rwanda reside within (UNHCR, 2017). Like 
other refugee camps, Kakuma is host to a myriad of nongovernmental organ-
izations (NGOs) and community- based organ izations that provide a gamut of 
ser vices. At the time of writing, the camp has been scheduled to close (in June 
2022), inciting further uncertainty and precarity for its inhabitants.

Since its inception, the Kakuma refugee camp has been exposed to immea-
sur able research, both qualitative and quantitative. The disciplines and topics of 
research have traversed an expansive range. For instance, early researchers in the 
camp explored  children’s experiences of being forced to flee their homes (Wil-
kes, 1994), the ways Sudanese  women  were adapting to life in Kakuma (Russell 
& Stage, 1996), and the reproductive health of young  people ( Jones, 1998), 
among  others. NGOs also conducted research that included assessing childhood 
nutrition (International Rescue Committee [IRC], 1997) and  house hold food econ-
omies in the camp (Lawrence et  al., 1996). Research continued in the early 
2000s and explored issues of identity and citizenship (Bartolomei et al., 2003), 
resettlement ( Jansen, 2008), intimate partner vio lence (Horn, 2010), disease 
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and illness (Shultz et al., 2009), education (Mareng, 2010), refugees’  mental 
health (Kamau et al., 2004), and the camp’s growth and development ( Jansen, 
2011).

Given the complexities of the unique context of Kakuma and the myriad ethi-
cal dilemmas inherent in conducting research on RYP living  there, research frame-
works and approaches are needed that are able to address complex power relations, 
power asymmetries, oppression, and intersectional dynamics. An AOR practice 
framework may thus be particularly relevant in this context as it represents a con-
stellation of theories and practices concerned with (1) identifying and under-
standing individual, institutional, and systemic oppression; and (2) engaging in 
pro cesses to dismantle it (Clarke & Wan, 2011; Holley et al., 2012; Mullaly & West, 
2018). AOR is adapted from the social work theoretical orientation, anti- oppressive 
practice (AOP). Sakamoto and Pitner (2005) argue that the ultimate goal of AOP 
is the “eradication of oppression through institutional and societal changes” 
(p. 436). To instill systemic change, AOP infers that power dynamics be initially 
addressed at the individual level or the microlevel prior to institutional or societal 
platforms. AOP offers a conceptual model for understanding the intersection of 
oppression, privilege, and power dynamics at individual, institutional, and struc-
tural levels (Sakamoto & Pitner, 2005). With that understanding, AOP attempts 
to shift the oppressive structural mechanisms of social work ser vice through mac-
rolevel changes that  will promote social justice and equality (Dalrymple & Burke, 
2006).

Anti- oppressive Research
As a result of power inequities in research, AOR practices have gained credence in 
the past de cade. AOR scholars have highlighted the incongruence between tradi-
tional research methodologies (both quantitative and qualitative) and AOP val-
ues (Rogers, 2012; Strier, 2006). Consequently, more emancipatory research 
methods, such as advocacy and participatory research methodologies, have been 
fortified (Strier, 2006; Thomas & O’Kane, 1998), though certainly not deemed a 
panacea (Potts & Brown, 2008).

A fundamental objective of AOR is to shift the owner ship of knowledge from 
the researcher back into the hands of  those who experience the research phenom-
ena (Potts & Brown, 2008). Consequently, researchers have a responsibility to 
contribute to assuaging power differentials. Included in anti- oppression work is 
the notion of intersectionality. Intersectionality, situated in feminist theory, sug-
gests that numerous categories of oppression (due to class, race, sexuality, gender, 
ability, ethnicity, religion,  etc.) intersect with one another, resulting in entirely 
new and complex relations of power (Crenshaw, 1991).  These intersecting systems 
of oppression are mutually constitutive and may reinforce or complicate each 
other, resulting in multifaceted forms of subjugation and exclusion (Lee & Brot-
man, 2013). Fi nally, AOR is defined as politicized research that is committed to 
addressing the systems of oppression and unequal power relations that generate 
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current social  orders (Danso, 2015; Potts & Brown, 2008). Anti- oppressive research-
ers are thus not interested in identifying “truths,” but instead they search for 
meaning, understanding, and the procedures to accomplish change (Holley et al., 
2012).

AOR in the Kakuma Refugee Camp
The debilitating effects of Eu ro pean colonialism in the Global South have affected 
research among marginalized communities, particularly in Africa (Chilisa, 2012). 
Tuhiwai Smith (2012) states, “From the vantage point of the colonized . . .  the 
term ‘research’ is inextricably linked to Eu ro pean imperialism and colonialism” 
(p. 1). Furthermore, Chilisa (2009) posits that researchers working with formerly 
colonized populations have a heightened responsibility to familiarize themselves 
with colonial epistemologies and social constructions of historically oppressed 
groups in order to deconstruct and reframe them. AOR practices are designed to 
engage in such pro cesses. AOR is particularly relevant with formerly colonized, 
displaced, and conflict- plagued communities in order to address and redress the 
cultural images that classify the colonial subjects as “othered” (Chilisa, 2012; 
Strier, 2006).

It can be argued that AOR is simply good research practice, and therefore 
should be applied in all research. Although this is a rational assertion, AOR 
“focuses purposively on the study of the most oppressed populations that are 
largely excluded from the main spheres of public and economic life” (Strier, 2006, 
p. 860). Given the objectives of deconstructing the colonial and oppressive mech-
anisms that have historically plagued colonial research subjects, AOR is unmistak-
ably germane to the Kakuma context. Yet, are researchers applying such practices 
and frameworks in the field? What are RYP’s experiences of being researched? 
What have been positive and negative findings in terms of their participation in 
research? What does “ethical” research mean to participants? What do  these refu-
gee youth recommend for areas of improvement?

Drawing on the voices of a sample of thirty- one RYP living in the Kakuma ref-
ugee camp, we explore their experiences and perspectives on participation in 
research. In par tic u lar, the chapter outlines RYP’s previous research experiences 
in Kakuma and the ways in which such experiences fostered overall feelings of 
disenchantment. We highlight the reasons  behind the reported disenchantment, 
as well as participants’ two key areas of recommendations for improvement.  These 
recommendations are impor tant  because they can act as guiding princi ples for 
ethical practice, and for  future research in Kakuma, with implications for other 
refugee camp settings.

methodology
This qualitative, critical ethnography draws on thirty- one semi structured, in- 
depth interviews conducted over a period of five months ( January– May 2017) by 
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the first author. The analy sis is part of a larger qualitative research proj ect examin-
ing the constitution of research ethics in the Kakuma refugee camp according to 
young  people who have previously participated in qualitative research proj ects.

To be included in this research, participants had to be between the ages of 
18 and 30 during the time of data collection. For instance, if participants  were 
over 30 years old, but previously participated in research during the ages of 18 
and 30 years, they  were not included. This age bracket, which denoted “refugee 
young  people,” was influenced by Clark- Kazak’s (2017) research with Congo-
lese young  people in Uganda coupled with feedback from residents of Kakuma. 
Criteria for inclusion also entailed participation in research that was facilitated by 
outside (i.e., non- Kenyan) researchers that took place a minimum of two years 
prior to the interviews. This was assessed on the notion that the two- year mini-
mum seemed like sufficient time for participants to reflect on and pro cess their 
previous experiences. A maximum amount of time that research participants 
could have previously participated in research was not applied, although all par-
ticipants spoke of their participation in research within the past five years. Fur-
thermore, only three out of the thirty- one participants had engaged in research 
with  Kenyan and non- Kenyan researchers. For this study,  those three participants 
spoke exclusively of their experiences with non- Kenyan researchers.

This chapter focuses only on  those who participated in qualitative research, 
which entailed individual interviews. The exclusion of RYP with solely quantita-
tive research participation experience was twofold: (1) out of the thirty- one inter-
viewees only four mentioned responding to surveys or questionnaires (in addition 
to qualitative interviews) and (2) qualitative interviews are commonly more inti-
mate and thus may influence how participants unpack engaging in research. Of 
thirty- one participants in this study, eigh teen  were male- identifying and thirteen 
female- identifying. The research participants originated from a number of diff er-
ent backgrounds, including South Sudan, Sudan, Demo cratic Republic of the 
Congo, Rwanda, Uganda, Eritrea, Somalia, and Burundi.

It should be noted that all participants  were  housed in an overcrowded, 
resource- deprived refugee camp in rural  Kenya. All  were Black and born in coun-
tries that are former colonies to power ful nations in the Global North. Further-
more, as refugees, all participants  were equally subject to physical and verbal 
abuse at the hands of the patrolling  Kenyan police and the local  Kenyan Turkana 
living on the outskirts of the camp. The young  women participants experienced 
heightened subjugation when compared to the participants who identified as 
young men. The patriarchal social structure in Kakuma is evidenced in the ways 
that  women  were seldom observed dining at restaurants or congregating in public. 
One participant stated that “ women do not go to socialize at places alone,  because 
it looks like they are not serious with themselves and must be at home cooking 
for their families” (personal communication, March 2, 2017). The Kakuma refugee 
camp also hosts a “protection area” for self- identified lesbian, gay, bisexual, 
trans, queer, and intersex (LGBTQ+) refugees from the neighboring countries. 
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Six research participants identified as LGBTQ+. The members of this community 
experienced many forms of oppression, including verbal and physical abuse from 
the police, local Turkana, and fellow refugees. In consequence, many members 
of the LGBTQ + Kakuma chose not to depart from their makeshift living quarters 
(i.e., “protection area”)  because of safety concerns.

Participants  were drawn into this study via vari ous methods: display docu-
ments detailing research protocols  were posted at numerous locations, including 
notice boards in all regions of the camp, NGO locales within the camp, commu-
nity health centers, restaurants and shops, as well as by word of mouth. The inter-
ested participants utilized numerous ways to make initial contact.  These included 
sending text messages or calling the first author’s local mobile phone. Of the 
thirty- one interviewees, only two requested a translator or interpreter. One inter-
view was translated from Swahili to En glish and another from Dinka to En glish.

Although data collection in Kakuma was  limited to five months, trusting rela-
tionships with each participant  were a key aim, inspired by what Lincoln and 
Guba (1985) define as “prolonged engagement” (p. 301) in the research relationship. 
By constant or repeated engagement, researchers and participants may develop a 
trusting partnership that may minimize biases and reactivity (Akesson et al., 2014; 
Lincoln & Guba, 1985). In addition, a prolonged engagement “increased the prob-
ability that credible findings  will be produced” (Lincoln & Guba, 1985, p.  301). 
Therefore, the first author interacted with each interviewee between two and four 
times prior to the “official” interview. Our preliminary encounters generally con-
sisted of conversing at participants’  houses, eating a meal together, or spending 
time with participants and their friends.

Formal interviews  were conducted at locations selected by the RYP partici-
pants. Interviews lasted between forty- five minutes to two hours. In order to 
assess participants’ construction of research in general, they  were encouraged 
to describe their motivations for participating in this research, followed by their 
hopes for and expectations of the interview. This method was acquired from Bell 
(2011), who claims that commencing with such questions provides researchers 
with an “indication of the participant’s perspective of the pro cess and . . .  how the 
interview pro cess might need to be negotiated” (p. 527).

Individual interviews included a broad and consistent structure, though unique 
variations  were incorporated throughout. Participants  were queried on their gen-
eral perceptions of research, followed by their own research participation experi-
ences. The latter half of the interview prompted them to offer advice for  future 
researchers entering the Kakuma refugee camp. Further discussion investigated 
the reasons substantiating such advice or recommendations. All interviews  were 
recorded using a digital voice recorder and transcribed verbatim.

Data analy sis, via a deductive thematic analy sis, was rigorous and time con-
suming, yet imperative to the overall research pro cess. Braun and Clarke (2006) 
and King (2004) argue that thematic analy sis is a useful method for examining 
the perspectives of diff er ent research participants, highlighting similarities and 
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differences, and generating unanticipated insights. Despite its wide use, Nowell 
et al. (2017) posit that in its current state, the academic lit er a ture does not offer 
researchers with objective guidelines on how to practically apply thematic analy-
sis to their data. Instead, they claim a researcher’s “trustworthiness” is critical to 
thematic analy sis (Nowell et al., 2017). Lincoln and Guba (1985) define trustwor-
thiness as researcher’s credibility (prolonged engagement), transferability (thick 
descriptions, so that  those who seek to transfer the findings to their own study can 
judge transferability), dependability (research is logical, traceable, and clearly 
documented), confirmability (research interpretations are derived from the data), 
audit trails (field notes), and reflexivity (reflexive journal). Open and axial coding 
techniques  were employed for the thematic analy sis, as informed by Strauss and 
Corbin (1998).

 There are several limitations of this research: (1) a failure to interview research-
ers who conduct research in refugee camps or similar contexts, (2) the paradox of 
outside researchers facilitating research exploring research ethics, (3) the small 
sample size, and (4) using a translator/interpreter for two interviews. Furthermore, 
RYP participants offered numerous recommendations for  future research(ers) in 
the Kakuma refugee camp; this chapter details two of the most common recom-
mendations offered by participants. By presenting and analyzing  these two rec-
ommendations, an initial starting point has been established to expand the study 
of research ethics in refugee camps or similar contexts.

Findings: Refugee Young  People’s Reflections on  
Participation in Previous Research
Out of thirty- one research RYP participants, seventeen reported having partici-
pated in multiple research proj ects with more than one researcher. Not many par-
ticipants recalled the academic disciplines that the facilitating researchers  were 
members of.  Those that recalled the disciplines reported being interviewed by 
social workers, anthropologists, medical doctors, and educators. Participants indi-
cated that proj ects covered diverse qualitative research topics, which included 
girls’ education in the camp, livelihood issues, food (in)security, challenges of 
camp life, reasons to flee their country of origin, the impacts of war on  family, 
 mental and physical health of refugees, unaccompanied refugee minors, child pro-
tection in the camp, cultural variations in Kakuma refugee camp, conflict within 
the camp, relationships between camp residents and local Turkana  Kenyans, 
hygiene in Kakuma, repatriation, religion, violent extremist be hav ior, LGBTQ+- 
related research, police brutality in the camp, and intimate partner vio lence.

Overall, RYP participants generally referred to research by using a dualistic 
binary, as  either good or bad, though nuanced when considering the researcher. 
For instance, the majority of the participants identified research as bad, though 
not necessarily claiming researchers  were bad  people. When asked about previous 
researchers, the nationality or gender of the researcher did not appear relevant. 
Instead, what seemed more impor tant was  whether researchers  were able to meet 
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the expectations of RYP participants. As not many participants reported that they 
had had their needs or expectations met in their previous research experiences, 
research was generally described as bad. Florence1 illustrated this point. “So emo-
tionally, research is somehow bad. You know, you actually trust and give them 
[researchers] your time and every thing that you have, and nothing comes back” 
(RYP10).

Prior to uncovering the participants’ recommendations for research, it was 
pertinent to investigate the ways in which they have understood their previous 
research experiences. Block et al. (2012) attest that  whether positive or nega-
tive, research participation inevitably affects the lives of refugee participants. RYP 
participants in Kakuma acknowledged two recurring themes while reflecting on 
previous research experiences: (1) a prevailing sense of unmet (research) expecta-
tions, and (2) feelings that researchers instilled false promises. Prossy spoke of 
unmet expectations: “Of course, we expect the researchers to come and return 
with feedback.  Isn’t that the  whole point of research? . . .  to share the results . . .  
but they never came back” (RYP19). Moreover, Bilan shared his experiences of 
false promises: “ These researchers used to come and promise us that they  will 
change something about our situation. But, I  don’t see that they have changed it” 
(RYP27). Indeed, not one of the thirty- one participants claimed to have experi-
enced researchers following up with participants on completion of their work in 
Kakuma. Paired together, unmet expectations and feelings of false promises 
conveyed a general sense of disappointment for RYP who had participated in 
previous research.

Although  there is a dearth of lit er a ture analyzing the impacts of promise- 
making in social sciences research (Akesson et al., 2014), researchers have been 
cautioned to resist coercing participation through excessive incentives (Mita & 
Ndebele, 2014). It is also imperative to explore how a researcher’s presence of sim-
ply entering the camp and asking about RYP’s experiences may be perceived as a 
potential promise. Goodhand (2000) argues that in conflict and postconflict set-
tings, the risk for researchers to instill false hopes is amplified since participants 
may experience few external means of support. Given the unique context, 
researchers must engage in precautionary mea sures to clearly communicate the 
precise benefits, or lack thereof, prior to engaging in research (Goodhand, 2000). 
Grounded in unmet expectations and false promises, RYP participants interviewed 
in Kakuma unequivocally felt disappointed and frustrated with their previous 
research experiences. One participant expressed it this way: “Yeah, it’s a bit disap-
pointing. I mean, you opened up to that researcher,  you’ve told them every thing 
that is happening and  you’re expecting something. But in the end, you  don’t get it. 
It’s difficult” (RYP10).  Because of this, it was impor tant to ascertain how research 
could be improved from the perspectives of previously researched RYP. This was 
inspired by the initial attempt of Horn et al. (2014), who proposed that refugee 
“research advocates” contribute to discourses on research protocols and the con-
tinuous monitoring of research. In this vein, the next section of the chapter identi-
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fies two commonly cited recommendations by participants for  future researchers 
who intend to facilitate research in Kakuma, namely (1) providing feedback to 
participants and (2) exercising direct and transparent communication.

Provide Feedback: Feedback Is Reciprocity
The appeal for researchers to share their findings with participants in Kakuma was 
a universal recommendation from nearly all RYP participants. The relevance of 
receiving feedback from researchers could be interpreted as participants’ desire to 
engage in reciprocal relationships. The notion of reciprocal research (Hugman 
et  al., 2011) has been examined extensively, particularly by Indigenous scholars 
(Chilisa, 2012; Kovach, 2010; Tuhiwai Smith, 2012). Chilisa (2012) defines research 
reciprocity as “the extent to which the researcher is contributing or giving back to 
the relationship and the extent to which sharing, growth, and learning are taking 
place” (p. 118). The denotation of “giving back to the [research] relationship” may 
represent incongruencies between participants and researchers. Thus further eval-
uation of researchers’ comprehension of “giving back” is warranted. This notion of 
reciprocity  will be examined further from the perspectives of RYP in Kakuma. 
For RYP in Kakuma, reciprocity commonly signified researcher/participant shar-
ing, recognition of participants’ contributions, and being trustworthy.

Nearly all participants recommended that  future researchers in Kakuma pro-
vide research results as a method of fulfilling the reciprocal research relationship. 
Joseph’s quote illustrates a connection between  future research and sharing: 
“Research is sharing. You are asking the questions and we are giving you answers. 
That is sharing. But when you take something without giving any feedback, then 
you realize it’s not sharing. So, you must come back with feedback,  because we 
want to share” (RYP4). Marley associated reciprocal research relationships with 
the meta phor of cooking soup: “It is impor tant to see the results [of research] 
 because I want to see what I worked for. It’s obvious that every body wants to see 
what they do. You cannot cook soup and at the end of the day you pour it out. You 
 will want to taste the results of your cooking” (RYP26). Tasting the results of your 
cooking insinuates that participants are essentially co- cooks, co- creators, or co- 
owners of the research proj ect. The participants, however, predominantly felt as 
though their participation was subjugated to that of the researcher. Nadia linked 
researchers’ post- Kakuma disappearances with their aspirations of attaining full 
credit for the work: “You need to come back with the feedback from the research. 
If you  don’t come with the feedback and are only interested in improving your 
grades in school or being a  great researcher— well, what about me? What about 
the person who participated? It’s not always about money and fame for you, but 
what about me as a person who participated? Am I being recognized somewhere? 
You know, I’ll feel good if I see the finished research and my words are quoted 
 there, meaning that someone is learning from me. But if you  don’t show us, and 
take all the credit for yourself, then it’s  really unfortunate that I never even see the 
finished research” (RYP31).
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Like Nadia, Abdul referenced researchers’ inclusion of RYP in their works 
without presenting it to them. If he  were to be interviewed by a researcher writing 
a book, Abdul said he would not only request to read it, but that he should be pro-
vided a copy: “And if  these researchers come only to write a book, then we should 
be receiving a copy of the book. Why are we not seeing or owning the book if it is 
about us?” (RYP18).

Discovering that a reciprocal relationship was expected by the vast majority of 
participants was unsurprising, especially in the Kakuma context. In fact, reciproc-
ity is a defining characteristic of many African cultures (Darley & Blankson, 2008) 
whereby mutually benefiting reciprocities, communal responsibility, and interde-
pendence tend to be privileged (Mphahlele, 1962; Otite, 1978). The relationship 
between Africa and sharing was underscored by Yann: “In Africa we share 
together. Once  there is something in front of us, we must share.  Those who go to 
do research, they have to come back and explain to us, tell us— they have to be 
open to us to give us the full information with what they have got as a result of 
their research. That’s our African behaviours, our beliefs” (RYP20).

The notion of sharing and working together was evidenced throughout RYP’s 
contribution to this research proj ect. Receiving postresearch feedback, was believed 
to foster a sense of belonging or connection between researchers and RYP. For 
instance, in addition to “sharing ideas” and “applying  those ideas” to vari ous needs in 
the camp (e.g., improved educational infrastructure), Nancy stressed that feedback 
would cement a “feeling that I am a part of the entire research proj ect” (RYP3). By 
obtaining feedback, participants acknowledged that they would develop trust in the 
researcher, which could help fortify the communal or collectivist nature (e.g., “sense 
of belonging” and owner ship) of the research relationship.

The concept of trust as an integral ethical component of research has been 
well documented (Israel, 2015; Maiter et al., 2008; Yassour- Borochowitz, 2004). 
Without researcher- participant trust,  there are few guarantees of the validity and 
authenticity of information exchanged (Fitzgerald, 1997). The following partici-
pant quotes highlight the perceived connection between receiving feedback from 
researchers and engendering trust: “Us interviewees, we would be given some 
motivation by the feedback that the research could bring to us. It would make us 
trust the researcher. The first time the first interviewer comes and gives all the 
feedback, next time, when another one comes,  we’ll feel encouraged to give out 
more information about our society” (RYP29). “The most impor tant  thing for 
researchers is to share the feedback. As participants, we  will feel good and  free to 
give out information,  because we have trusted you . . .   because at the end of the 
day, we know we  will get feedback” (RYP18).

Exercise Direct and Transparent Communication
Ensconced in the undercurrents of unmet expectations, but particularly false 
promises, is participants’ request that researchers communicate directly and trans-
parently in order for researchers to engender reciprocal and trustful research 
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relationships. This includes postresearch plans and an exchange of expectations 
and benefits. This recommendation was inspired by participants’ reports that 
researchers  were indisputably fabricating and misinforming RYP, primarily in 
communicating participant benefits and expectations. Participants, therefore, 
advise researchers to tell the truth about postresearch objectives and benefits, 
regardless of what constitutes that truth. When queried on the ways researchers 
could augment their practices with RYP in Kakuma, Prince highlighted communi-
cation: “ There is something that has to be done with researchers. They have to do 
some kind of improvement on how they conduct themselves. They  really have to 
improve on providing feedback and the communication. Mostly, the communica-
tion, that is  really impor tant. We need researchers to be honest communicators” 
(RYP2).

Reflecting on  these comments, it became apparent that RYP participants 
 were most concerned with researchers’ transparency about the research agenda 
(including motives, benefits, and expectations), irrespective of  whether the 
truth contradicted RYP’s expectations. For instance, when asked to elaborate on 
“communication,” Prince asserted, “Okay, if the research  will not provide any ben-
efits to us, they [researchers] need to state that first. Just tell the truth about your 
[researcher] motives for the research. If you tell us before the research that you are 
not coming back, or I should not expect help, then I can decide if I want to partici-
pate or not, knowing that I  won’t get help  after it’s over. But when they [research-
ers]  don’t say anything about their research, about what  will happen  after they 
leave  here, that is not good” (RYP2).

Claiming that he had previously experienced researchers’ false promises, Jamal 
spoke to researchers’ honesty: “Researchers need to be honest with us. It’s like 
they are not even being truthful. Just speak openly. They should speak the truth 
and say that they are not capable of helping if they are not capable. But do not lead 
us with false information by saying that you  will come back with feedback if you 
 will never come back with the feedback” (RYP6).

In providing direct and transparent communication, researchers can effectively 
avert potential misunderstandings that may lead participants to assume that 
researchers have broken their promises (Akesson et  al., 2014; MacKenzie et  al., 
2007). Abdul explained that RYP would rather be told that researchers  will not 
come back with feedback, as opposed to holding onto false hopes: “Communica-
tion is very  simple. If you cannot come back, you say, ‘I  will not come back’ and 
you give your reason. Then, we  will know and not feel bad  because we have under-
stood that you  will not come back.  Because, some  people when they do research 
they say, ‘Okay, I  will come back.’ But, at the end they never come back. That is 
very bad” (RYP18). According to Fawisa, researchers’ transparency would assuage 
RYP’s (unmet) expectations: “Researchers need to tell  people the truth. They 
should tell  people exactly what they are  doing, and  don’t make  people expect 
 things, like that they  will be able to help. So, by being honest, you  won’t give 
expectations to us” (RYP14). Several participants noted that direct communication 
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equates to researchers’ re spect for participants. Moreover, researchers with 
unclear communication  were frowned upon and often labeled as “disappearing.” 
Isaac explained, “Researchers, they must be honest. They have to re spect us. If you 
are honest, it means you  really respected us. . . .  You should try to give us feedback. 
But, if you  can’t or you  don’t want to help, or you  don’t have the bud get, you just 
have to be honest and tell us. It is much better to be honest than to dis appear” 
(RYP23).

The research recommendations articulated by RYP participants in Kakuma 
align more closely with concepts linked to relational ethics (such as re spect, reci-
procity,  etc.) (Vervliet et al., 2015), as opposed to concepts related to procedural 
ethics (such as informed consent, confidentiality, research ethics boards,  etc.) 
(Guillemin & Gillam, 2004). The concept of direct and transparent communica-
tion, however, traversed across relational and procedural ethics bound aries. For 
instance, participants suggested that researchers include documenting their 
postresearch plans on informed consent documents. Jamal spoke directly to this 
point: “The document [informed consent] should state the  future plans of the 
researcher. Like, tell us if you  will come back to us with the results. If we see that 
you  will come back, we  will actually have hope of waiting for the date you stated. 
But, if you cannot come back, you must also include that, and we  will not feel 
badly” (RYP6).  Others, however, equated informed consent with a contract, as 
Nadia’s quote illustrates in relation to researcher accountability: “You need to 
explain every thing that you  will talk about in the informed consent. Like, ‘I am 
interested in making a change, so I  will be back this day to show you the results.’ 
Or, ‘If I cannot come back, I plan to do such and such by this date.’ And if the date 
has to be changed, that’s okay, but you need to communicate that with us. And 
make sure you sign the document,  because, now, if you break your word, it’s on 
you and not me” (RYP31).

Francis deemed direct communication a greater moral imperative than includ-
ing  future research plans on the informed consent form: “You do not need to 
explain, in that consent document, that you  will or  will not come back.  Because, 
it’s  really a moral aspect. It should just be in the researcher’s conscience that they 
 will come back with the results or try to help in some way” (RYP15).

discussion: an anti- oppressive research  
agenda in kakuma refugee camp
In providing their research recommendations, RYP in the Kakuma refugee camp 
indirectly indicated that  future researchers would do well to adopt an AOR agenda, 
which is actually enshrined in the social work mandate to prioritize social justice 
and  human rights, while maintaining ethical awareness in social sciences research 
(IASSW- IFSW, 2012). Moreover, AOR practices must be prioritized in formerly 
colonized contexts (Chilisa, 2012; Strier, 2006). As such, this section draws connec-
tions between AOR and the two research recommendations. Additionally, it 
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exposes nuances embedded within academia that may preclude particulars of RYP 
recommendations from being achieved. Fi nally, interwoven throughout the discus-
sion section are our recommendations for researchers to improve the research pro-
cess for both RYP and researchers in the Kakuma refugee camp.

RYP Research Recommendations and AOR
The first research recommendation from RYP participants in Kakuma— providing 
feedback to RYP—is a plea for researchers to return the results of their work back 
to participants. This request parallels anti- oppressive academic lit er a ture that situ-
ates itself in a decolonizing research methodologies framework (Chilisa, 2012; 
Tuhiwai Smith, 2012). For instance, in an effort to assuage colonial and oppressive 
methods in research, Tuhiwai Smith (2012) poses the following questions: “Whose 
research is it? Who owns it? Who benefits from it? How  will the results be dis-
seminated?” (p. 10). Such questions  were unpacked in chapter 6 of this volume. 
While RYP participants  were not necessarily bidding to own the research, they 
 were clearly invested in the work. This recommendation indicates that being a 
recipient of the results  will, according to participants, engender feelings of reci-
procity and re spect that are well aligned with the values and princi ples of many 
community contexts and AOR (Chilisa, 2012).

Numerous social science scholars argue that researchers have an ethical com-
mitment to share results with participants, which parallels supporting social jus-
tice initiatives and AOR practices (Bocarro & Stodolska, 2013; Krause, 2017). By 
receiving and reading “books written about us” (RYP15), RYP participants  will 
at least own a copy of the co- constructed knowledge, which is a prevailing aspect 
of AOR (Potts & Brown, 2008). RYP participants  were substantively interested 
in receiving copies of the research, as opposed to owning or co- owning the data.

Researchers are unlikely to enter into Kakuma with an agenda of engaging in 
oppressive research practices. Why then  haven’t any researchers, according to 
study participants, distributed their results to RYP in Kakuma? In unpacking this 
question, two phenomena must be considered: (1) power as it relates to the 
research pro cess and (2) the nature and structure of the acad emy.  There exist 
explicit and subtle notions of power that transcend the po liti cal, emotional, and 
physical landscapes of Kakuma. For instance, partly as a consequence of the his-
torical and con temporary colonial under pinnings of  Kenya, outside researchers 
may be perceived as self- benefiting and disrespectful  toward RYP participants. 
Indeed, research has been identified as a neo co lo nial entity (Tuhiwai Smith, 2012), 
wherein unacknowledged power hierarchies between the educated and privileged 
researcher and the subjugated and oppressed research participant constitute 
oppressive research practices (Rogers, 2012).

Conversely, many RYP participants also acknowledged researchers as being in 
a position to help them regardless of researchers’ capabilities. This role assump-
tion may be a direct result of the individual and systemic levels of power that 
non- Kakuma- resident researchers affiliated with academic institutions embody. 
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Reigning on the upper echelon of the power hierarchy in Kakuma reinforces the 
presupposition of researchers as experts (Rogers, 2012) in the lives of RYP. An 
exploration and deconstruction of the power imbalances in the research relation-
ship, specifically with subjugated communities, is not a prerequisite for facilitating 
research. However, researchers may inadvertently bear the expert role and inevita-
bly prioritize their own values, interests, and ethics above  those of the participant. 
In  doing so, they may fail to ask participants about their research expectations and 
desires. Self- reflexive pro cesses, as referenced in AOR and discussed further  here, 
could assuage some of the commonly unrecognized, multifaceted power discrep-
ancies in research (Baines, 2017; Rogers, 2012).

Fi nally, challenges in returning results to participants may exist despite 
researchers’ self- reflexivity and comprehension of RYP’s desires and expecta-
tions. This may be linked to the requirements and constraints of the acad emy. 
Researchers in the social sciences and social work support providing results to 
participants (MacKenzie et  al., 2013; Rose & Flynn, 2017), though they have 
acknowledged the clear and per sis tent challenges associated with  doing so. For 
instance, researchers are routinely bound by numerous responsibilities, includ-
ing semester- based teaching, funding proposals, and tenure conditions (Cas-
tleden et  al., 2012). While this is not intended to diminish the importance of 
participants’ recommendation, it indicates some of the challenges that may act to 
limit its possibilities. Researchers sport multiple hats that may encumber their 
ability to physically return results. This notion, coupled with the fact that return-
ing research results is nonbinding according to research ethics boards, may high-
light some of the reasons why findings are seldom provided to participants. Many 
RYP participants recognized the costs and constraints researchers face and, there-
fore, suggested an alternative to receiving physical copies of research results. For 
example, Kizza observed that if researchers  were incapable of returning results, 
e- mail correspondence would suffice: “Some of us understand that it is very 
expensive for you [researcher] to go back to your country and then return  here to 
give out the results. Yes, it  will be better for you to come and show us and explain 
the results to us, but if you cannot, you can e- mail them to us” (RYP24). Like 
Kizza, Idil reinforced the proposal of electronic communication between partici-
pant and researcher: “If you cannot come back, which we  really hope you can, 
you can even e- mail us the results or provide us booklets. The mode of feedback 
can depend on how the researcher is best able to give it. Maybe, if you even have 
a website where you can share them, that could also work” (RYP21). Unequivo-
cally RYP’s most pressing aspect of the first recommendation is for the researcher 
simply to not “dis appear.” Jean alluded to this: “You know, to cut off the commu-
nication, and not share your contacts is a big prob lem, which has not pleased us 
 here. It is like you have gone in vain. If you provide us with e- mail— you know 
some of  those researchers  don’t give us their contacts— but if you give them to 
us, then we at least know that you have not gone in vain and we can be proud of 
what we participated for” (RYP30).
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Although disseminating research results via e- mail was recommended, not all 
RYP participants in this research had e- mail access or an e- mail account. This 
point illustrates that despite efforts to simplify returning results, pragmatically, 
 there are multiple barriers obstructing this recommendation. Further research is 
necessary to examine how this recommendation might be practically formalized.

Although the second RYP research recommendation— exercising direct and 
transparent communication— may seem obvious, participants noted a significant 
lack of transparent communication on the part of researchers. Miscommunica-
tion between researchers and RYP has been likened to a paternalistic relationship 
in which researchers’ inherent power and privilege are unacknowledged in the 
dyad (Block et  al., 2012). Potts and Brown (2008) claim that research cannot 
commence without transparent and comprehensive communication practices 
between researchers and participants; such relationships are vital to AOR. Indeed, 
according to the guide “Research Ethics in Africa” (Kruger et al., 2014), establishing 
a trusting and respectful relationship includes ongoing and transparent communi-
cation between researchers, participants, and members of the community. This 
includes a full disclosure of both researcher and participant expectations. Indeed, 
not engaging in such relationships connotes a Euro- American paradigm that 
suggests a “fundamentally oppressive and unethical” imposition to non- European, 
subjugated research participants (Ramsey, 2006, p. 167).

Moving Forward: Beyond Kakuma
As stated, researchers have consistently been working in Kakuma refugee camp 
since its inception in the early 1990s, with residents of Kakuma being asked to 
participate in numerous studies over time. Feedback from this study suggests that 
 there is a misalignment between the ways researchers and research participants 
understand research protocols and procedures. Based on reports that their expec-
tations  were unmet and that researchers instilled false promises, participants in 
Kakuma recommend that  future researchers provide feedback to participants and 
exercise direct and transparent communication.

Unmet expectations and false promises  were commonplace among RYP in 
Kakuma. Why are researchers in Kakuma, according to RYP participants, in effec-
tively communicating with participants? In fact, misunderstandings stemming 
from in effec tive communications between researchers and participants are well 
documented. Mfutso-Bengo and colleagues (2008) identify “therapeutic misin-
formation” as a pro cess whereby research participants overestimate the benefits of 
research participation. Further research is needed to determine  whether thera-
peutic misinformation is associated with Kakuma RYP’s second research recom-
mendation. For instance,  because of their privileged position,  will researchers 
be perceived as authoritarian figures to whom expectations of assistance may be 
attached ( Jacobsen & Landau, 2003)? Or do researchers genuinely lack construc-
tive cross- cultural communication skills, precisely in regard to research partici-
pants’ expectations and benefit?
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Regardless of the under pinnings, researchers have an ethical responsibility 
not to raise false expectations of assistance (Akesson et al., 2014; Pittaway et al., 
2010). To solidify direct and transparent communication in the research endeavor, 
researchers in and beyond Kakuma should not only engage in extended efforts to 
communicate expectations authentically but also consider creating a communica-
tions guide or plan. For instance, can researchers be “guided by a communications 
plan in terms of the pro cess and the end- of- study results dissemination?” (Kruger 
et al., 2014, p. 148). This communications guide could parallel an informed con-
sent document, though it would be specific to expectations, benefits, postresearch 
plans, dissemination, and providing research results. Such a communications guide 
or plan would inevitably mitigate communication misunderstandings between 
RYP and researchers. It could, moreover, potentially assuage unrealistic expecta-
tions and false promises. RYP may feel that they are “within their rights in seeking 
to control all aspects of research and information management pro cesses which 
impact them” (Schnarch, 2004, p. 81).  Future researchers in contexts like Kakuma 
and beyond, therefore, should consider providing a communications guide and 
include a dissemination agenda on the informed consent document. Included in 
the guide could be dissemination plans and  whether or not the researcher is in a 
position to return with research results or forward results to  those in positions to 
help participants. For instance, the research could be disseminated to NGOs or 
funding bodies that are able to provide tangible support to the needs of refugees. 
Such a guide could minimize the risk of participants’ unmet expectations and 
researchers’ “false promises.” This is not only relevant for refugee and displaced 
communities, but also in all research where the power of the researcher and mar-
ginalization of the participant are con spic u ous.

Further research is needed to determine how other marginalized and oppressed 
research participants relate to research ethics and research participation. For 
instance, this same research could be carried out in diff er ent contexts of displace-
ment around the globe to increase the relevance of the results in several cross- 
cultural settings. Although this research reflects the context of the Kakuma refugee 
camp,  there are broader implications of this topic outside Kakuma.  These 
include refugee and displaced camps across the Global South that are exposed to 
outside research.

Research ethics as a research topic could also benefit a variety of subjugated com-
munities across the globe. Scholars have debated  whether or not ethical research 
princi ples and procedures can or should be universally applied across cultural con-
texts (Healy, 2007). By exploring research ethics with several oppressed researched 
communities, researchers may begin to understand the justification for context- 
specific research ethics protocols.

Minimal research has formally inquired into how participants experience the 
research pro cess and encourage direct feedback from researchers. By examining 
participants’ experiences and subsequent recommendations, as researchers, we 
can better assess and understand how participants experience the research 
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pro cess, promote participant empowerment and agency, challenge existing 
researcher– participant power relations, as well as develop improved procedures in 
relation to ethical, equitable, and participatory modes of research design, data 
collection, analy sis, and dissemination. The results of this study indicate that 
researchers in Kakuma have a responsibility to situate their work within the con-
fines of AOR. Contrary to most academic scholarship, the research recommenda-
tions  were primarily derived from the research participants themselves. The 
participants have suggested that researchers initiate significant changes to our 
methods and approaches, as researchers may not be meeting the needs and expec-
tations of participants. The fundamental rights to be heard and to participate are 
key tenets of the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child. Such rights are also 
relevant and significant for the realm of research whereby participants have an 
inherent right to be heard both during and following their engagement in a 
research study. Moving forward, it is vital that we acknowledge and encompass 
the participants’ research recommendations within the bound aries of AOR to 
illustrate our re spect and commitment to them as individuals and a collectivity. As 
is a central theme in this volume, it is critical that researchers take the time to 
reflect on and deconstruct their practice, and in some cases, unlearn practices that 
may be deemed acceptable in theory, but deemed inappropriate by or even uneth-
ical to participants in practice.

note
1.  All names are pseudonyms.
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8 • ETHIC AL TENSIONS IN 
PARTICIPATORY RESEARCH 
WITH QUEER YOUNG   
PEOPLE FROM REFUGEE 
BACKGROUNDS
Critiquing a Code of Ethics

E J  M I L N E ,  C H U R N J E E T  M A H N,  M AY R A  
G U Z M A N,  FA R H I O  A H M E D,  A N D  
A N O N YM O US  M E M B E R S  O F  R X

Sometimes researchers turn up [to meet us], encourage our participation in 
telling, or show our life stories, which they then (from our perspective) “steal” 
for their own purposes and  career prospects. . . .  It might be controversial to 
say this, but being an academic and having doctorates and being trained in 
research methods does not always a good researcher make. When we, and 
our colleagues at RX,1 see how the majority of researchers research . . .  refugees, 
when we read how they construct and represent our lives and our countries, 
we see what is absent and missing. How we have become unrepresented . . .  by 
taking part in research we too often become a number. A faceless statistic. It is 
impor tant for each of us that this does not happen, and we have some guiding 
princi ples [in our Code of ethics] to ensure that it  doesn’t. . . .  We have the 
lived experience and the right to undertake research about ourselves, our 
organisation and our own lives, and also to engage with, and in, academic 
environments. This is  because, ultimately, research has a very real impact on 
each of us. (Excerpt from an anonymized conference paper by the authors).

This distrust of researchers, and how co- engaged research is still pos si-
ble, is the core of this chapter. The aim is to engage readers in critical discussion 
about ethical codes, using as a case study a code of ethics developed as part of a 
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community- based participatory research proj ect examining the creation of safe 
spaces for queer- identifying2 young  people in a UK- based refugee organ ization. 
This chapter analyzes the underpinning negotiation of who was involved in code-
signing, coproducing, and codelivering the research, and the pro cess of negotiat-
ing ethics and developing a mutually  viable pro cess.

This chapter focuses on the first three months of the research pro cess, during 
which we produced a document that distilled our ideas about demo cratic working 
practices, ethical approaches to research, and inclusive pro cesses into a code of 
ethics. While this was an impor tant document for satisfying our universities, 
funders, and the trustees of RX, it was a document primarily designed to reflect 
the values of RX, a collective of young  people from refugee backgrounds. This was 
particularly impor tant so that negative experiences of exploitative research prac-
tices  were less likely to be reproduced.

The overwhelming majority of young  people from mi grant and refugee back-
grounds at RX had lived in, or had  family heritage that linked to, a country that had 
been subject to Eu ro pean colonization. “Decolonial” was a word that had resonance 
in RX, especially as it gave a shorthand for “how settler perspectives and worldviews 
get to count as knowledge and research and how  these perspectives— repackaged 
as data and findings— are activated in order to rationalize and maintain unfair 
social structures” (Tuck & Wayne Yang, 2012, p. 2). In a context where the word 
“research” is approached with distrust, and where an organ ization is highly, and 
rightly, skeptical of how “data” about the organ ization and its members may be 
produced, what knowledge or approaches can be used to think differently, to facil-
itate diff er ent worldviews that could be critical of whiteness and heteronorma-
tivity? This chapter highlights how decolonial methodologies derived from 
Indigenous,3 queer, and feminist work offered a route into discussing the difficult 
questions of ethics, power, and owner ship. As Smith (1999) argues in Decolonizing 
Methodologies, “From the vantage point of the colonized, a position from which 
I write, and choose to privilege, the term ‘research’ is inextricably linked to Eu ro-
pean imperialism and colonialism. The word itself, ‘research’, is prob ably one of 
the dirtiest words in the indigenous world’s vocabulary” (p. 1).

This chapter comprises three sections. We commence by providing an over-
view of the research proj ect and a discussion of the theoretical framework upon 
which RX operated, including critical pedagogy, participatory action research, 
and anti- racist activism. In the  middle section we highlight the po liti cal origins of 
our code of ethics and how we aimed to produce a document as a means to miti-
gate some of the distrust of academics and the acad emy by creating a document 
against which authors Milne, Mahn, and their institutions could, if necessary, be 
held to account. In this section, we illustrate the pro cess that we used to develop 
our code, the key themes that arose out of discussions, and a summary of the con-
tent of the document. In the third section of this chapter, we critically discuss 
three key tensions and ethical paradoxes that arose from the written code of eth-
ics: first, the politics of language and the implications of privileging the written 
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over other texts, particularly where signatories may be from oral traditions or have 
specific learning difficulties; second, the paradoxes inherent in honoring tradi-
tions and worldviews that may be multiple and contradictory; and third, empow-
erment versus protectionism, and how undertaking a proj ect for young  people 
from queer backgrounds makes an organ ization and its members vulnerable to 
individual and institutional homophobia, particularly when working with  people 
from multiple faith and cultural backgrounds, some of whom regarded being 
queer as a Western disease and extension of colonialism.

This chapter is written in a collective voice; however, this does not mean that 
our views are homogeneous. Instead, this chapter draws, in written form, on a 
series of dialogues and tensions that we wrestled with, and continue to wrestle 
with.  These  were fractured and more complex than the linear nature in which this 
chapter communicates. The writing draws on and incorporates agreed excerpts, 
written reflections, field notes, and emails, which  were formed into a written chap-
ter and then discussed and amended by the community researcher coauthors via 
email and phone conversations. In terms of author background, Milne has exten-
sive life experience of being a mi grant, as well as being a settler in Australia and 
Canada; Mahn is a queer  woman of color from a mi grant background; and Guz-
man and Ahmed are young  people with refugee experiences. Some of the coau-
thors identify as queer,  others as allies. During the proj ect, our team (consisting of 
both the named and the anonymized authors of this chapter) was able to work 
together, eat together, and share stories and strug gles from our lives. However, 
Milne and Mahn’s institutional framework (the university) continued to resurface 
as a mark of suspicion. While Milne and Mahn shared their own skepticism 
 toward the neoliberal operation of con temporary universities keen to do work 
with “marginalized” communities or in international contexts to demonstrate 
their reach, relevance, and commitment to social justice, it did not detract from 
the real ity that as academic researchers they  were also part of the university.

setting the context: our research partnership
This chapter is based on a research proj ect on making space for queer- identifying 
young  people in RX, a UK- based organ ization set up to support young refugees 
and mi grants. The research proj ect developed as a result of a peripheral conversation 
at a research funding event hosted by the Arts and Humanities Research Council 
(AHRC)4 aimed at fostering links between researchers and community organ izations 
and producing research collaborations to “answer” the challenge of how research 
could address social division and disconnection. A community activist, Bev,5 who 
had experienced higher education and worked at RX, attended to represent the 
organ ization. RX had already attracted several grants from the AHRC and was 
viewed by the funder as a successful case study of a community organ ization that 
had benefited from codesigned and codelivered research undertaken with university 
partners. The workshop produced a competitive atmosphere as researchers and 
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community organ izations vied for the “best” collaborative partners, as representa-
tives from the funders watched and offered challenges to emerging ideas.

During a break from the structured workshops, Bev, Milne, and Mahn dis-
cussed something that connected them, an interest in experiences of queerness 
and discrimination. This, in a small way, was the impetus for our larger proj ect. 
Over coffee, Bev presented a challenge. RX, she said, was an amazing organ ization. 
Even though it relied on funding, had coordinators, and a board of trustees, effec-
tively it was run as a collective, with young  people taking on leadership roles.6 RX 
may exist as an organ ization to be recognizable to funders, but  really, for Bev and 
 others, it was a radical, anti- racist collective that used art to develop skills and con-
fidence among young  people from mi grant and refugee backgrounds. Members of 
the collective read bell hooks to understand structural racism, and Paulo Freire to 
understand how  people marginalized from power could challenge that power 
through education and re sis tance. RX was, for Bev, her  family. However, she knew 
that young, queer  people in the collective would do what we had just done— 
recognize one another, and connect outside the more central spaces of the group, 
its discussions, and its actions. RX was used to thinking about the specificity of 
gender and already had subsidiary groups for  women and young men, but why not 
sexuality? What was preventing a queer group from emerging? If one was set up, 
what would the challenges be? How would RX change or adapt? Through RX’s 
work, some members  were aware of nongovernmental organ izations (NGOs) and 
policy makers working on LGBTQ+ asylum, and some had already spoken with 
Bev and identified a gap when it came to supporting young  people from mi grant 
and refugee backgrounds who  were coming out or  were queer in other stages of 
their migration journeys or lives.

For Bev, funding that could support the time of community researchers would 
not only help to address  these questions but would also add desperately needed 
financial capacity to an organ ization reliant on unpaid time and  labor (even more 
so due to government cuts in the name of austerity). For Milne, this proj ect posed 
in ter est ing questions about critically engaging with participatory arts- based 
methods with young  people who already had access to tools and knowledge about 
 those methods. What, if anything, could researchers add, and how might commu-
nity researchers be able to engage in critiques of research pro cesses and practices 
used by the acad emy? Mahn was researching narratives by queer  people of color 
who had crossed geo graph i cal borders. She was interested in how the language of 
queerness did and did not translate across languages, cultures, and contexts. So it 
was de cided,  after Bev had engaged in further discussion with members of RX, 
that we would collectively apply for funding.

RX had experience working with academic researchers, and Bev outlined the 
two absolute requirements of the application and the proj ect. First, that “nothing 
about us without us” was a necessary step in delivering the proj ect. To meet the 
funding deadline, it was understood that Mahn and Milne may lead the formal 
writing pro cess of a grant that was recognizable to the AHRC, but the organ-
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ization and two of the young  people from RX would contribute to the proj ect 
design and be named as coinvestigators.  There was also a tacit understanding that 
if the grant was awarded, the collective team of community and academic research-
ers would negotiate, design, and deliver  every aspect of the work. That led to the 
second requirement, that two members of the RX collective, themselves queer 
young  people from mi grant and refugee backgrounds, both of whom had univer-
sity degrees, would be paid researchers for the proj ect’s duration. Even though 
 these young  people had not held research leadership roles before, RX would men-
tor and support them with their collective knowledge.

theoretical framing of rx and  
the research proj ect
RX’s philosophy has roots in critical pedagogy and praxis and draws on the work 
of Freire (1970), Fals- Borda (1979), Cahill and Torre (2007) and Cammarota and 
Fine (2008), among  others. Critical pedagogy originated in the work of Freire 
(1970), who argued that every one, no  matter who, has the capacity to critically 
evaluate and engage with their own circumstances to take action and bring about 
change. Freire (1974) reflected critically on when “oppressors” join as allies warn-
ing that “they almost always bring with them the marks of their origin . . .  which 
include a lack of confidence in the  people’s ability to think, to want, and to know. 
[They] believe that they must be the executors of the transformation. They talk 
about the  people, but they do not trust them. . . .  A real humanist can be identified 
more by his trust in the  people, which engages him in their strug gle, than by a 
thousand actions in their  favor without that trust” (p.  46). This is significant 
 because it speaks to the issue of distrust that participants might have of research-
ers and the acad emy that we highlighted in the quote which opened this chapter, 
and which we discuss further in the next section.

As a philosophy, critical pedagogy emphasizes interdisciplinary knowledge and 
the importance of questioning and reclaiming power and identity, particularly 
around class, ethnicity, gender, and race (Giroux, 1983). Building on Giroux’s 
(1981) notion of praxis, RX’s policy was to move beyond critical thought to use the 
experiences of members “as a starting point for dialogue and analy sis” (p. 123) and 
as a springboard for action. At the heart of RX was using participatory action 
research and creative arts to undertake “collective inquiry grounded in experience 
and social history” (Mahn et al., 2019). Previous research proj ects had incorpo-
rated theater, photography, and visual arts to inform research.

As part of collective inquiry, the organ ization is grounded in collectivist princi-
ples, including nonhierarchical structures and collective decision making. This 
drew on traditions of consensus decision making, which reflected both the radical 
roots of RX and the cultural and decolonial traditions of members. RX has a strict 
open- access policy with a right of access to all physical, digital, and virtual spaces 
for all members. This means that all members of the collective have a right to 
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access any data held on computers and attend any meeting or activity. This is a 
po liti cal response, first to countering traditional research practices, where data are 
produced about refugees but are owned and controlled by academics at their insti-
tutions. Secondly, it is a response to borders and the U.K. Border Agency, where 
files are created and maintained on  people seeking asylum or holding refugee sta-
tus, where pro cesses are typically secretive and exclusionary. For example, 
59   percent of asylum cases are denied, and three quarters of  these decisions are 
appealed. Where an appeal is deemed sensitive due to public interest or national 
security, hearings can be closed and the applicant denied an opportunity to see 
the documentary evidence or to cross- examine it (Library of Congress, n.d.).

When we found out we had been awarded the funding,  there was collective 
excitement. Bev had moved elsewhere in the United Kingdom, but we started our 
work with two young  people who had been suggested on the grant as community 
researchers. We shared a meal at RX and talked about the space the funding gave 
us. It gave us permission to sit and talk about the diff er ent kinds of discrimination 
we had all experienced, from racism to xenophobia and homophobia. It gave us a 
space to think about how our personal experiences could connect to the pro cess 
of research that could create meaningful change within the collective by making 
queer lives more vis i ble and included in RX’s daily work. We had funding to sup-
port two community researchers, but six  people (queer and allies) shared the role 
as the funding was distributed by RX to financially support as many  people as pos-
si ble. Guzman and Ahmed are two of the community researchers who then helped 
to analyze and write the findings of the collective work. The researchers involved 
in the proj ect from RX had received university- level education, although not nec-
essarily in a humanities or social sciences subject. The proj ect dealt with the real-
ity of precarity within the collective by sharing resources where pos si ble. But we 
want to stop  here to reduce the danger of romanticizing our work,  because, what 
divided us was also significant, although it was initially put aside in the interests of 
securing funding.

space for queer  people in rx
Although RX had developed an internal practice of antiracist activism and educa-
tion around histories of colonialism and empire (this was expressed, for example, 
in community- led film festivals about empire and racism and workshops about 
discrimination),  there was not a strong embodied knowledge or practice about how 
colonialism and empire produced some of the language and structures of homopho-
bia (Han & O’Mahoney, 2018). In the opening stage of the proj ect we discussed 
how places like Morocco, which had historically been the most hospitable to 
queers, especially white queers, had now come to be seen as the most “problematic” 
or dangerous for queer  people, especially  because they  were historically Muslim 
(Boone, 2014; Massad, 2007). This was a pertinent issue  because one of the chal-
lenges to creating a space for queer  people in RX was some mi grants’ re sis tance to 
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faith, especially that of Muslims.7 The apparent contradiction between being 
queer and being Muslim in the United Kingdom has been the subject of increas-
ing research, with leading members of LGBTQ+ activism in the United Kingdom 
being called out for Islamophobia (Ahmed, 2011). The whiteness of queer activism 
and its co- option by capitalism and neoliberalism has been subject to extensive 
debate (Puar, 2007; Schulman, 2012). This may have been a partial explanation for 
RX’s lack of engagement with other collectives, organ izations, and NGOs in Lon-
don working with young queer  people, with their whiteness presenting a barrier 
to engagement.

RX was already using the work of queer  women of color (in par tic u lar, bell 
hooks and Audre Lorde) in their consciousness- raising about the effects of rac-
ism, but  there was no consideration of what the queerness of  these activists 
brought to their work. Our research proj ect had the potential to inform this criti-
cal knowledge gap. We began by asking what we meant by a “safe space,” a term 
that the researchers at RX identified as an ideal outcome of the proj ect. Was it a 
room only queer  people  were allowed in? Was it a space anyone could be in? In 
Teaching to Transgress, bell hooks (1994) powerfully unravels the assumptions that 
some institutional spaces are more inclusive, progressive, or “safe.” Describing the 
gasps of fellow students in a  women’s studies program when a Black student has 
not read the work of Audre Lorde, hooks demonstrates how privilege (in this case 
she points to the whiteness of the classroom) can rewire the work of inclusion at 
the expense of  people, and often  women, of color. bell hooks (1994) reflects on the 
diff er ent uses of safe space, especially in the classroom, issuing the following imper-
ative: “Making the class a demo cratic setting where every one feels a responsibility 
to contribute is a central goal of transformative pedagogy” (p. 39). In our proj ect, the 
topic of the classroom ranged from the personal (a positive sense of belonging to a 
queer identity) to the larger/structural (how a specific refugee collective can become 
more queer inclusive).

“Safe space,” a term that emerged from the  women’s movement to denote a 
separate but inclusive site, has been continually contested by feminist and queer 
scholars and activists (Doan, 2007; Lewis et al., 2015; The Roestone Collective, 
2014; Valentine, 1997). While “safer spaces” might be a more accurate term, the 
idea of whose safety is paramount becomes the key to unlocking the intersectional 
politics of alternative spaces of action that promote demo cratic, inclusive, and 
progressive practice. The term “intersectional” has become a mainstay of queer 
and feminist writing, a shorthand that stands for diversity and which erases some 
of the more radical thinking around power that underpinned its emergence in 
Black feminist thought. As Ferree (2013) points out, “The idea of intersectionality 
as a moment of re sis tance to the mainstream erasure of inequalities has been con-
verted into the idea of ‘diversity’ understood as a positive, albeit neoliberal, 
approach to social inclusion” (p. 11). One of the initial ways the proj ect developed 
allies within RX was to demonstrate the way in which work on queer and feminist 
methods was already taking place in RX through (re)reading the works of bell 
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hooks and Audre Lord, and considering power and hegemony, which  were under-
stood as part of decolonial practices.

For our proj ect, the team understood “safe space” literally and figuratively. As a 
term, it was a placeholder in the refugee collective, a reminder that queer  people 
existed, and that they needed space and a pro cess through which to discuss their 
issues of identity and marginalization specific to them, without being challenged 
to account for, or explain, who they  were. For the individuals involved in the proj-
ect, it was a space insulated from the broader RX collective where we could explore 
the specific obstacles young queer  people had faced in the organ ization. In this 
sense,  there was a very material and practical reason for using the term “safe space.” 
It meant we could work in spaces or rooms where we could not be overheard, with 
additional time devoted to the proj ect respected and protected by the collective. 
The most impor tant outcome of  these conversations among the proj ect team, 
however, was a realization of how much queer thinkers had influenced RX and 
how many queer  people  were in RX. With all this queer presence, what was pre-
venting queer visibility within RX? And what was at stake in making  these lives 
more vis i ble? The researchers based in RX who identified as queer reported feel-
ing more distanced from the collective as they explored queer issues. Was this a 
collaboration that would produce a queer affinity among some members of the 
proj ect team at the cost of race-  and class- based solidarity within RX that kept 
university researchers at a distance? The following sections analyze the pro cess of 
producing a collectively designed code of ethics for the proj ect that developed 
from our detailed conversations about decolonial, queer, and feminist practices.

developing a code of ethics
As highlighted by the quote that opened this chapter, the most fundamental chal-
lenge to a collaborative research proj ect was trust, or the lack thereof, by members 
of RX  toward academic researchers. Members  were understandably very cautious 
about academic researchers, having experienced a sense of theft and appropria-
tion of (their) knowledge for the academic’s gain in some prior collaborations. 
 These concerns about the extractive and appropriative nature of research and 
issues of (dis)trust are echoed by Krause (2017), Ní Raghallaigh (2013), Pittaway 
et al. (2010), and Daniel and Knudsen (1995), among  others. They also have reso-
nance with the experiences of Indigenous  Peoples as seen in the  earlier quotation 
by Smith (1999).  These concerns are not  limited to academics using traditional 
research methods, as Eversole (2010) writes, “ ‘participation’ can be used as a cloak 
of words to disguise business as usual: to hide power inequalities, gloss over dif-
ferences, and enable elites to pursue their own agendas” (p. 2). RX had regularly 
experienced research as a “cloak,” even where researchers shared similar philo-
sophical approaches and incorporated participatory action research or creative 
co- inquiry (see Mahn et  al., 2019). As a means to mitigate some of the power 
imbalances and distrust of academic researchers and their institutions, we de cided 
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to commence the proj ect by negotiating a code of ethics. This would provide a 
written document through which we could all be held accountable.

Due to the resonance between RX’s experiences of colonization, distrust of 
researchers and the acad emy, traditions of re sis tance and the importance of 
consensus decision making, we de cided to start by looking to best practices in 
decolonizing approaches to research. Central to this was a case study from the 
Kanien’kehá:ka8 (Mohawk) community of Kahnawá:ke in Montreal, Canada, 
who had drawn on their cultural values of collective knowledge and responsibility 
in decision- making pro cesses to create their own code of ethics (Tremblay, 2018). 
This developed as part of a long- term collaboration between community mem-
bers, an organ ization, and university academics and their institutions. Their aim 
was to create a model through which to build shared leadership and power in 
research collaborations and community owner ship of data, thus preventing 
the misuse of data and findings by Western academics (Macaulay et al., 1997). The 
code was designed as an innovative model for best practice to be used not only by 
Indigenous  Peoples in Canada and elsewhere, but also by non- Indigenous  people 
as a means to strengthen participatory and community- based research with other 
marginalized groups. By learning from their experience and knowledge, we sought 
to design our own code of ethics in an attempt to mitigate power imbalances and 
reduce mistrust, which can arise when organ izations, community researchers, 
and academics come together on funded, often time- limited, proj ects.

In order to start the proj ect from a point of mutual understanding and shared 
expectations, our first activity  after award of funding was to hold a collaborative 
workshop, bringing together the proj ect team and interested members of RX. The 
aim was to individually and collectively reflect on our dreams and anx i eties as 
we commenced the proj ect, and use  these to shape the ethical foundations and 
create our initial code of ethics. Using Post-it Notes and pens we wrote down our 
thoughts before coming together to collectively analyze them by grouping them 
 under key themes (see figure 8.1).

 There  were nine key themes around which our anx i eties and ethical concerns 
converged: impact on RX, personal, roles, life outside / working across groups, 
practical, communication and tension, resources, confusion, and worry/danger (see 
elaboration of themes in  table 8.1).

With the agreement of the participants, Milne compiled the workshop notes 
into a draft code of ethics, mirroring the language and style of the revised 
Kahnawá:ke Code of Research Ethics (Kahnawake Schools Diabetes Prevention 
Proj ect, 2007). As discussed  earlier, we chose this model first for its decolonizing 
intent, second that it had been widely reflected on and commented on by research-
ers, and third  because it disrupted traditional academic modes of knowledge pro-
duction and power relations. The draft was circulated widely within RX so that 
every one could comment on it, make revisions, or decide not to have it, as the 
team members and wider RX collective or trustees wished. Once initially approved, 
it was with the proviso that the code was to be an evolving guide, rather than fixed 
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and unchangeable. Our initial code of ethics was thirteen pages, supplemented by 
a two- page glossary of terms. This document was revisited and amended, as nec-
essary,  every three months. The contents are summarized in figure 8.2.

The members, staff, and trustees acknowledged the value of a code of ethics 
and the amount of collective work that was undertaken to create it, while si mul ta-
neously voicing how complex the agreement was, and inaccessible even to some-
one with a degree. In addition, the community researchers and organ ization’s staff 
also questioned if the code had unknown implications for both individual and 

Figure 8.1. Negotiating a Code of Ethics Workshop © Project Team.
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Log os of Signatory Institutions
Code of Research Ethics

Version number
Date to be revisited

Introduction
-  Whom the agreement is between, including the name of the proj ect, funder, and 

collaborators
-  How the proj ect team defines and understands the collaboration and the stages of the 

research proj ect  will be worked upon collaboratively
-  Acknowl edgment of ideas, resources, knowledge, expertise, and capabilities; and how 

bringing  these together strengthens the proj ect and its outcomes
-  Acknowl edgment of the values and philosophy of RX, and academic integrity, and an 

agreement to re spect and value RX, its members, and the proj ect

The Code of Ethics
-  Summary of the princi ples and purpose of the code of ethics
-  Links to supporting policies that complement the code: e.g., safeguarding policies, 

Research Governance, Institutional Codes of Ethics

Policy Statement
-  Acknowl edgment of self- determination of community partner(s) to make decisions
-  Acknowl edgment of obligations of academic researchers
-  The aim of the research

Princi ples
-  This section clearly lists each proj ect princi ple: e.g., equal partnership; collective 

owner ship; ethics; confidentiality and anonymity; data sharing; protection and location 
and responsibility for storage; language and practices of proj ect reporting; dissemination; 
decision- making pro cesses and practices.

Obligations
-  This section outlines obligations and roles of each member of the research teams: e.g., 

community researchers, academic researchers, named staff at supporting organ izations 
(e.g., administrators, support staff,  etc.).

The Rights of the Community Organ ization and Participants
-  This section outlines the rights of the community organ ization and reporting require-

ments: e.g., report to the Trustees  every two months, including authorship pro cesses and 
access to report; safeguarding or other policies to be adhered to.

Ethics Review Pro cess
-  Outline the stages of ethical review at each partner institution; and statement of which 

organ izations, if any, waive their review pro cesses.

Communications
-  The methods of communication that  will be used (e.g., phone/WhatsApp; email/Skype), 

timescale for response, emergency or high priority contact pro cesses

(cont.)



Data Management
-  Roles and responsibilities, including name of lead
-  Name of person/institution overseeing control of data, including access and permissions
-  Data storage and data sharing requirements/regulations: e.g., no data to be shared that 

rec ords the immigration status or sexuality of anyone involved in the proj ect or at any of 
the partner organ izations

-  Anonymization of data
-  Statement of who has owner ship, control, access, and possession of data
-  List of who has access to data

Dissemination

Introduction
-  What dissemination is; pro cesses (e.g., internal nomination and approval pro cesses prior 

to external dissemination); types of dissemination including public events, creative 
outputs, pre sen ta tions, and written internal and external reports and publications, 
acknowl edgments to be included, e.g., funder; statement of commitment to disseminate 
work in nonwritten ways as much as pos si ble

Ethical Princi ples for Dissemination
-  Modes of dissemination: e.g., commitment to funders and orga nizational partners to 

honor their requirements; anonymity, consent, identification options

Creative Output Guidelines
-  Agreement pro cesses for designing and creating public events, creative outputs, per for-

mances, pre sen ta tions, and writing
-  Procedures for the creative pro cesses including roles and responsibilities for lead and 

co- creators, support pro cesses, right to opt-in and be named/anonymized, right to 
disagree or veto

-  Acknowl edgments and dissemination obligations to funders, team members, partner 
organ izations and agreed wording and log os, including open- access requirements

Signatories to agreement

Date of agreement

Acknowl edgments: Kahnawake Schools Diabetes Prevention Proj ect, Participatory 
Research at McGill, and the Kanien’kehà:ka (Mohawk) community of Kahnawá:ke in 
Montreal, Canada, whose code influenced the discussion and the writing of our code.

Glossary of Terms

Figure 8.2. Summary of content in the agreed-upon code of ethics.
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RX’s collective practice. Having time to think about this, and actively reflect on it, 
while also undertaking other work and orga nizational commitments, in addition 
to  family and community responsibilities, placed a heavy burden on RX and the 
community researchers. This is an impor tant point to consider when developing a 
code of ethics.

 After agreeing on a number of revisions, the team collectively  adopted the doc-
ument with the proviso that it was an interim agreement and would be revisited 
 after three months, once we all had time to reflect on and consider the implica-
tions for practice. The code of ethics was revisited at several points during the 
proj ect and, as we neared the end of the funded work, Guzman and Ahmed 
reflected on how significant and impor tant the code had been during the research 
journey.

tensions in a written code of ethics
As our research journey evolved and the formal proj ect ended, we wrestled with 
three key tensions beyond the burden of time it took to create: (1) the politics of 
language through the production of a written code, (2) how one honors com-
mitments to dif fer ent cultures and traditions when they may be inherently 
contradictory, and (3) the question of with whom a code of ethics is agreed upon— 
particularly where both the  people who form organ izations and the organ izations 
themselves can be dynamic and transient.

The Politics of Language
The first tension presented itself from the outset and concerned the politics of 
language and the privileging of written over oral and visual or other texts. Our 
code of ethics was a written agreement, part of a “procedural ethics” pro cess 
(Guillemin & Gillam, 2004, p. 262), which is increasingly encouraged and required 
by university ethics pro cesses. It also spoke to the need to have a tangible guide 
outlining our philosophy and ethical practice as  people transitioned into the proj-
ect or elders or trustees questioned our pro cesses. However, as Guilleman and 
Gillam reflect,  there is tension between procedural ethics and “ethics in practice.” 
In our proj ect, we  were working with  people who spoke multiple languages, came 
from oral traditions, or had specific learning difficulties, including dyslexia. In 
 these instances, a written code of ethics can become exclusionary as well as inher-
ently po liti cal. As Mackenzie et al. (2007) have argued, “Some refugees may mis-
trust the motives and in de pen dence of researchers as well as the information 
provided to them about the research” (p. 302). This includes raising doubts about 
what might be contained (or hidden) in the print of written documentation, such 
as ethical codes, participants’ information sheets, consent forms, and so forth. By 
creating a written code of ethics that was intended to reassure and reduce suspi-
cions, and against which academics could be held accountable by the community 
partner and community researchers, we inadvertently created a document that 
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reinforced suspicion, hindered the building of relationships, and created division. 
While group reflections (at the end of the proj ect, and  after its conclusion) com-
mented on the usefulness and benefit of having had a written code of ethics, this 
was with hindsight. This does not take away from the very real difficulties that a 
written document created at the start of the proj ect in terms of the burden of  labor 
and, in par tic u lar, suspicion of written documentation.

Honoring Traditions and Cultures When They  
May Be Multiple and Contradictory
Our second tension concerned  whether, and how, it is pos si ble to create a code of 
ethics that speaks to and honors the differing traditions and cultures of all parties, 
particularly when they may be multiple and contradictory. Our code was designed 
to incorporate and complement the values and philosophy of RX and its mem-
bers, as well as the academic integrity of the proj ect. At the core of the proj ect was 
ensuring the well- being of members and the wider RX collective, as well as honor-
ing a commitment to RX’s policy of open access. However, in proj ects, an ethics of 
openness can si mul ta neously jeopardize safe spaces. This occurred in several ways.

Our first challenge was the paradox between empowerment and protection-
ism. RX had a policy of open access in all spaces,  whether physical, or virtual. This 
was to  counter suspicion that can arise where information is created and stored 
about  people, or decisions are made  behind closed doors. This had challenging 
ethical implications in protecting the identities and experiences of participants. 
This was a challenge not only for the stories the young  people  were willing to 
share, rec ord, and store in electronic form in case they  were accessed by other 
members of the RX collective, but also for university ethics boards. The university 
 under whose ethical procedures we  were governed would not allow data to be 
stored  unless it was secure, encrypted, and inaccessible to  people outside the proj-
ect team. In addition, while RX policy demanded access to activities and venues 
for all members, the very nature of the research meant that the research team and 
interested participants required a private and safe space for the proj ect. This cre-
ated a second ethical paradox: the need to be si mul ta neously open and inclusive 
while also protective and exclusionary to foster safe spaces. As a way to try to 
resolve this paradox, we de cided to create a physically remote safe space without 
fear of being overheard or disrupted. We collectively arranged a series of six resi-
dential and nonresidential workshops, all of which  were in a diff er ent geographic 
location than RX’s offices. Through invitations circulated to the wider collective, 
and personal invitation, Queer- identifying members and allies who  were willing 
to engage in creative mapping, co- reflection, and critical discussion on sexuality, 
race, faith, socioeconomic class, language, and travel  were invited to join us for 
some or all of the activities.

Our second challenge was how to honor multiple, yet contradictory, world-
views. By undertaking a proj ect that explored queer identities and safe spaces 
within a mainstream refugee organ ization, we became marginalized within the 
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broader RX collective. By having an open- access policy where all members had the 
right to shape or reenvision a proj ect, team members became vulnerable to indi-
vidual and institutional homophobia. This was  because all members of the collec-
tive had a right to access the spaces, be involved in shaping and planning the proj ect, 
make decisions about the proj ect, or veto proj ect activities. By requiring a physi-
cally safe space to enable us to engage in emotionally, mentally, and spiritually dif-
ficult conversations, we ran  counter to the orga nizational philosophy of open 
access. Significantly, by  running the proj ect we created difficulties for an organ-
ization providing ser vices and support to  people from multiple faiths and cultural 
backgrounds, some of whom regarded being queer as a Western disease and exten-
sion of colonialism.  These are complex questions that  were ultimately unresolved, 
not least  because of the dynamic and changing nature of the collective. This leads 
to our third tension:  whether it is pos si ble to agree on written codes when commu-
nity membership and organ izations are dynamic and transient.

A Code of Ethics with Whom?
Our code of ethics was a negotiated pro cess between an organ ization run on col-
lectivist princi ples with its trustees, staff, and community researchers. By using 
the Kahnawake Schools Diabetes Prevention Proj ect code of ethics as a base from 
which created our own, we had failed to take into account the differing nature of 
the communities. We had created a document that works well for a defined geo-
graphic community undertaking co- engaged research to improve community 
health and well- being. However, in our instance, we  were working with a transient, 
fragmented community where  people could choose to enter or exit the proj ect, 
and where members increased or reduced their involvement depending on the 
nature of their employment, health, and availability. In addition, some members 
found the very existence of our proj ect fundamentally problematic and created 
some very real issues, which we outlined  earlier.

In our proj ect, we  were working with a geo graph i cally, culturally, po liti cally, 
and spiritually diverse group of  people who, by virtue of their refugee and asylum 
seeker backgrounds,  were relocated at short notice or chose to relocate, some-
times internationally. Our pro cess of negotiating and renegotiating the code of 
ethics took into account the changing nature of the proj ect team and the orga-
nizational membership. What we had not foreseen, however, was quite how tran-
sient members of the collective  were. By the end of the proj ect, all the staff 
members, community researchers, co- investigators, and a significant number of 
participants had left the collective, and  there was a new board of trustees. The 
institutional memory and po liti cal and practical support for the proj ect had dis-
appeared, and not all community researchers or participants  were contactable. 
This leads us to ask, with whom is a code of ethics agreed to? Is it with the trustees, 
staff, and members who have scant, if any, knowledge of how the code was negoti-
ated, the proj ect’s origins, and commitment to publication and dissemination? If 
so, what if this leads to them using their rights to change the direction of or veto 
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the research, if not the publication? Such a pre ce dent has potential to leave open 
space for institutional homophobia or silencing. Is the agreement with the com-
munity researchers and if so which ones? Is the responsibility passed on when a 
new community researcher joins the proj ect  after an  earlier one leaves or dies, or 
does it remain with all original and additional signatories?

conclusion
This chapter pre sents a case study of an innovative, cross- disciplinary, community- 
based, participatory research proj ect with queer young  people from refugee 
backgrounds, a refugee organ ization, and two universities. Having contextualized 
the proj ect with a discussion of our theoretical under pinnings in critical peda-
gogy, participatory action research, and anti- racist activism, we highlighted why 
we made the decision to create a written code of ethics. This was created as a tool 
for responding to deep- rooted legacies of distrust and suspicion in which the 
acad emy and academic researchers  were held by RX and its members. The sec-
ond part of the chapter discusses the pro cess of creating the code of ethics and 
the key themes the team wished to answer through the document, as well as pro-
viding a summary of content. Through our critical reflections we illustrate how, 
rather than mitigating distrust, the code of ethics served to inadvertently create 
additional issues, which are outlined in the final section of the chapter.  Here we 
highlight three specific issues that we argue need critical engagement with, and 
reflection on, when researchers are considering creating a written code of ethics. 
First, we discuss the politics of privileging a written code over other texts; second, 
we consider how it is pos si ble (if it is) to honor competing cultures, traditions, 
and worldviews; and third, we ask the question: With whom does a co- negotiated 
code of ethics stand? While we have had much dialogue and reflection, we have 
 little resolution. However, we recommend that organ izations reflect on the issues 
we have discussed in order to build in solutions and future- proof any code of eth-
ics. This includes incorporating discussions about what should happen if some-
one dies or leaves the proj ect, an organ ization closes or is reformed in its entirety 
so that only some, if any, of the  people involved in its creation work for, or are 
part of, the organ ization. We also recommend highlighting how co- creating ethi-
cal codes is an affective pro cess that challenges the distribution of power across 
participants. While it provides a foundation and point of reference that can 
guarantee the rights of individuals to be respected, the most challenging work 
happens in the marginalia of ongoing interactions and interpretations of the 
document.
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notes
1.  RX has been anonymized in this chapter due to the sensitivity of the research in the organ-
ization and to protect the identity of some of the participants in the research.
2.  We use “queer” as an umbrella term for nonheteronormative communities and practices.
3.  In this chapter the term “Indigenous” is capitalized to recognize its status as a collective 
noun, and to show re spect. Where used in quotations we only use capitalizations if included in 
the original text.
4.  The AHRC is one of the primary funders of arts and humanities research in the United 
Kingdom. The majority of its funding is allocated by the U.K. government.
5.  “Bev” is a pseudonym to protect RX’s identity.
6.  We cannot confirm how many  people belonged to the collective at any one time, but during 
this research proj ect in 2014–2016, members of the collective estimated its size to be about 200 
 people.
7.  We note that the majority of the researchers involved in this proj ect  were from a Muslim 
background.
8.  The Kanien’kehá:ka are part of the wider Haudenosaunee or Iroquois  Peoples, or Six 
Nations Confederacy.
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9 • AN ARTS- BASED 
PARTICIPATORY APPROACH 
TO RESEARCH WITH 
MI GRANT YOUNG  PEOPLE  
IN SOUTH AFRIC A
G LY N I S  C L A C H E RT Y  A N D  TH E A  S H A H RO K H

Integrating creative methods into research builds on a growing body of 
participatory work that aims, through age- appropriate and culturally relevant 
methodologies, to make vis i ble the knowledges and experiences of  children and 
young  people marginalized through social inequalities (Blackbeard & Lindegger, 
2015; Clacherty, 2019; Langa, 2011; Mitchell & de Lange, 2011; Mitchell et al., 2016; 
Opfermann, 2015; Wanjiku Kihato, 2007). This chapter describes examples of arts- 
based participatory research we have undertaken in the cities of Cape Town and 
Johannesburg in South Africa with  children and young  people with migration- 
related life experiences.1 Most of the young  people we worked with inhabited 
what has been described as a “landscape of trauma” (Kistner, 2007), where both 
past and pre sent experiences  were and are overwhelmingly difficult. Despite this 
landscape of trauma,  these  children and young  people have shown incredible 
resilience in negotiating their lives through circumstances of extreme adversity, 
deeply fractured social realities, and displacement by war, po liti cal conflict, or 
poverty.

As Kohli (2006) articulates, young  people who have been forced to migrate 
often choose silence as a way of dealing with psychological vulnerability. Our con-
cern is that dominant approaches in participatory research center around dialogue 
and consensus building, something the young  people we worked with found dif-
ficult in this context of silence. Centering the verbal has meant that young 
mi grants’ voices have often gone unheard  because they are not working in a famil-
iar language or  because power imbalances reduce them to silence, and their 
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concerns are overlooked. Focusing on discussion alone preoccupies space for 
alternative ways of pro cessing and communicating experience for  people made 
vulnerable through marginalization and social inequalities. Our use of arts- based 
methodologies as an approach to participatory research has proven to be an effec-
tive, nonverbal form of expression to  counter  these dominant approaches (see also 
Linds et al., chapter 10). Drawing on our research with  children and young  people 
in South Africa, we demonstrate how arts- based methodologies can support 
young  people in regaining control in their lives through artistic pro cesses, as well 
as provide a channel to safely and ethically communicate both past and pre sent 
with a researcher/facilitator, and with each other. See also the chapters in Part III.

participatory arts- based research
We reflect  here on our learning from a number of diff er ent participatory arts- 
based research proj ects conducted over the last ten years. The  children and young 
 people we have worked with in the past have ranged in age from 6 to 25 years, with 
countries of origin including Angola, Burundi, the Demo cratic Republic of Congo 
(DRC), Malawi, Mozambique, Rwanda, Somalia, and Zimbabwe. The research 
itself took place in diverse settings ranging from residential places of safety to 
informal support groups in places where mi grant  children and young  people gath-
ered. We have drawn on our learning from  these diff er ent research proj ects, and 
though the detailed aims of the research  were diff er ent, in all cases we aimed to 
understand the realities of young  people with migration experiences in an urban 
South African context.

This chapter focuses on our work using arts- based participatory research meth-
ods. In all instances, we used a mixture of diff er ent art pro cesses, which included 
photography, drama, writing, digital storytelling, and vari ous visual media, such 
as printing, drawing, painting, wax resist, collage, and sculpture. In all contexts, we 
sought to create a relaxed, safe, fun, and engaging environment in an open space, 
both literally in a large open room with art materials all around and figuratively in 
an accepting, safe, nonjudgmental space. We began by introducing the  children 
and young  people to the “language” of diff er ent art forms without any specific the-
matic prompts. For example, showing them how to use charcoal or a digital cam-
era, write a story book, or construct a drama. We then supported the young  people 
to explore the art forms in their own way and develop their own creative pro cess 
without directing them  toward a par tic u lar issue.

Throughout this pro cess we emphasized the choice to participate, privileging 
pro cess over product. Additionally,  children and young  people  were also given the 
choice of  whether and how they wanted to speak about their artwork. Sharing 
perspectives on artwork typically started as reflective dialogue in a small group 
pro cess, initially on the artwork and then expanding the discussion to what they 
chose to share about their lives. The creative pro cess often moved through cycles 
of personal and collective reflection to create in- depth, layered, and relational 
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knowledge. The research pro cess also enabled  children and young  people to 
choose  whether, and how, to share their artwork publicly with an audience, such 
as through screenings of digital stories, art exhibitions, per for mances, or reading 
aloud books they had made.  These audiences varied from participants at a confer-
ence on migration, staff at a nongovernmental organ ization (NGO) shelter for 
unaccompanied youth, other  children and young  people, their guardians and teach-
ers, government officials, and the general public. In all cases, agency and choice 
 were critical, whereby young  people chose what to share, how to share it, and if 
they wished to remain anonymous.

The approach we have developed is a response to the specific context in which 
we found ourselves as researchers. In South Africa, mi grant  children and young 
 people have access to minimal (if any) ser vices; yet they often experience daily 
challenges that render them particularly vulnerable psychologically. We next 
describe this context in more detail in order to situate the research.

being a young mi grant in south africa
The mi grant community in South Africa is diverse, and the young  people we 
worked with reflected this diversity. South Africa has a long history of migration, 
rooted in the historical  labor migration of men from surrounding southern 
African countries to the mines in the Johannesburg area in the early 1900s (Bank, 
2015). Alongside this history, the economic development of the country has made 
South Africa a “land of opportunity” in the popu lar imagination of the region 
(McDonald et al., 1999). This economic migration continues, with many young 
 people choosing to move to South Africa to find work or to escape poverty in the 
surrounding countries (e.g., Malawi, Mozambique, and Zimbabwe). In par tic u lar, 
the last fifteen years has seen many unaccompanied  children and young  people 
choosing to leave the economic and po liti cal collapse of Zimbabwe (Mahati & 
Palmary, 2018). Additionally, families and unaccompanied  children from Rwanda, 
Burundi, and the Demo cratic Republic of the Congo (DRC) have also made their 
way to South Africa in efforts to escape the conflict in the  Great Lakes Region 
(Misago, 2015). Fi nally,  there are a number of mi grant  children from Angola in 
South Africa, who fled the Angolan conflict of the late 1900s and early 2000s with 
their parents. Some of  these young  people now find themselves unaccompanied, 
without Angolan nationality in a state of  legal limbo in South Africa (Carciotto, 
2016). Some of the young  people we worked with arrived in South Africa unac-
companied, while  others had lost their parents to illness or vio lence following 
their arrival. Furthermore, due to their displacement,  these  children often had no 
extended  family support, frequently finding themselves alone.

Currently, South African policy requires refugees to register as asylum seekers 
when they arrive in the country, and to then apply for refugee status (Crush & 
Mcdonald, 2001). A key difference between  these includes that only refugee status 
allows for the issuance of a formal identity document, which is a critical prerequisite 
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for many of life’s daily functions (Amit, 2015). Most of  these mi grants  settle in the 
urban metropolises of Cape Town and Johannesburg (Statistics South Africa, 
2016). It is worth noting that the pro cess of renewing asylum seeker papers and 
applying for refugee status is fraught with inefficiency and corruption (Amit, 
2015), with a number of barriers to the  legal documentation for unaccompanied 
 children (Ackermann, 2018). Consequently, many of the young  people we worked 
with, even though they had the right to refugee status,  were undocumented. 
Young  people who come to find work in South Africa from Malawi, Zimbabwe, 
and Mozambique use the long- standing informal routes across the border into the 
country and are also, consequently, undocumented. A few of the young  people we 
worked with had been identified as “a child in need of care,” a  legal category stipu-
lated by the Refugee Act (South African Government, 1998) and had been placed 
in a state- registered place of care. In spite of being in state care,  because of the 
complexity of accessing documentation, even  these young  people had no  legal sta-
tus (Ackermann, 2018; Willie & Mfubu, 2016). This means that they would leave 
care at 18 years of age undocumented.

State social ser vices are overwhelmed and inadequate for South African 
 children (Schmid, 2012). For mi grant  children, access to state ser vices is even 
more constrained due to the negative attitudes of social workers  toward nonna-
tionals, coupled with young  people’s negative perceptions of institutions (Walker, 
2018). A few NGOs offer ser vices such as psychosocial ser vices, basic needs, and 
specific residential care support to mi grant families and  children in Johannesburg 
and Cape Town, but  these ser vices are overwhelmed and underfunded (Walker, 
2018). Consequently, many unaccompanied mi grant  children fend for themselves, 
or with the help of other young mi grants or adult mi grants from their home coun-
tries (Clacherty, 2015). Apart from  those living in state care, a majority of the 
young  people we worked with lived in shared rented rooms with other young 
 people. They usually found money for rent and food by  doing small jobs for neigh-
bors or living off the kindness of older mi grants. Many could not access schooling 
 because they lacked documentation and the money required for school fees; 
 others had fallen so far  behind in their schooling, due to time lost during displace-
ment, that it was no longer pos si ble for them to register in formal schools (Hlatsh-
wayo & Vally, 2014).

Alongside the poverty, young mi grants in South Africa also experience high 
levels of xenophobia (Landau & Misago, 2009). Vio lence against foreign nationals 
has been an ongoing feature of postapartheid South Africa, with nonnationals 
experiencing daily verbal and physical harassment as well as intense periods of 
attack against mi grants (e.g., the burning of  houses and shops, such as in May 2008, 
April 2015, and September 2019) (Monama & Landau, 2016). Continued vio lence 
has led to mi grant and refugee communities calling on the United Nations High 
Commissioner for Refugees to be resettled out of South Africa (Shoba & Tobias, 
2019). This means that young mi grants live with the ongoing threat of vio lence 
almost all the time. Alongside this, the neighborhoods they live in are characterized 
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by high levels of violent crime and gang vio lence (Magqibelo et al., 2016). Addi-
tionally, their  legal precarity places them at risk of being the targets of the vio lence 
and corruption of police ser vices that patrol the streets of their neighborhood, 
often asking for bribes in place of arrest (Clacherty, 2016).

engaging with past and pre sent trauma
Apart from the everyday vio lence and precarity in which the young  people lived, 
many of the young mi grants we worked with had experienced extreme circum-
stances in their past, prior to their arrival in South Africa.  These  were related to 
war, the death of their parents, flight, residence in refugee camps, material depri-
vation caused by po liti cal insecurity, loss of  family and community, and dangerous 
journeys. The two examples from the young  people we worked with, provided 
 here, illustrate the nature of this past pain and loss carried with them, as expressed 
through the arts. The first example is a drawing made by a 16- year- old boy from 
the DRC during a book- making pro cess where the young  people illustrated story-
books. The drawing is accompanied by the boy’s description of what he aimed to 
capture through the art piece.

This is a story of a big  house where  there was happiness. Congolese  music was  there in 
that  house.

I used to lie on my bed and listen to the  music on the radio in that  house. I could feel 
the happiness.

Then they came and shot my  father. I was the only one  there.
Then they burned the house—my happiness on fire.
We had to run away. I lost my happiness.

The second example is from an arts- based pro cess with youth in South Africa 
where young  people worked with suitcases, using multiple visual art media to tell 
their stories on and in the suitcase. Made by a 15- year- old boy, the suitcase was 
used as a meta phor to describe his life.

I made this sign  here— “My life is like a suitcase with no  handle”; it tells more 
about the guy [I drew] on the suitcase, his life is not balanced, it is not straight. He 
is always falling and then needing to get up again. Like me. . . .  I was also thinking 
of my mum, my  mother. She was always on my mind. I was thinking of the way my 
mum took care of us, loved us and spoiled us. She loved us very much, she loved us. 
Although she is not around anymore, she  will always be my mum. She went to 
Angola, but rumours said she is dead, so I  really  don’t know. She went back and 
 didn’t return.

 These two examples give some sense of the depth of the traumatic experiences 
of the past that the young  people carried with them in South Africa. Lester (2013, 
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p. 753) in her work on trauma, calls such experiences “edge- of- existence experi-
ences.” We find this phrase particularly useful as a meta phor to illustrate how such 
experiences push  children and young  people to their limits psychologically.

Additionally, we have noted in our work with young  people who have experi-
enced deep loss or trauma related to war and migration that they often choose 
silence as a coping strategy. The  children and young  people we have worked with 
 were very skeptical about discursive methods that resembled individual coun-
seling, where they felt  there was an expectation for them to “tell.” For example, 
one 16- year- old young man from Burundi described his experiences with a 
counselor he had seen: “This  woman was pressurising me to talk, talk, talk.” Another 
16- year- old young  woman, originally from Angola, emphasized the need to under-
stand the challenges that come with sharing: “A lot of the issues that the youth 
face are around rejection and trust, opening up is very hard and it is what most 
teen agers face but  there is something about all of the  things refugee youth have 
been through that makes this very difficult.” A 14- year- old boy from the DRC sug-
gests that he keeps quiet  because he is afraid of what would happen if he remem-
bers: “In Congo, I ran again. I had to run twice. I have bad memories inside my 
head— a lot. The way it is, to talk about them reminds me of  things, a lot of  things. 
It’s not good. It’s too painful. If you want to cry, when are you  going to stop?”

A 16- year- old young  woman with Burundian- Tanzanian heritage and a 16- year- old 
young man from the DRC spoke of how they  didn’t want their “face to change,” 
from the smile that they managed to keep hold of in the pre sent, to the tears that 
would come with connecting to the past. Kohli (2006) explains that  children and 
young  people control and contain the effect of their edge- of- existence experi-
ences through silence. In his article about unaccompanied refugee  children in the 
United Kingdom, he notes that “unaccompanied minors (often) maintain silence 
about their past lives or remain eco nom ical with the truth about their flight . . .  
war silences  children, and . . .  silence is a way of dealing with deep disturbance” 
(Kohli, 2006, p. 708).

In the context of participatory research, this silence pre sents a challenge when 
working with  children and young  people made vulnerable by war and loss. Partici-
patory research is a practice where participants create their own reflective and 
relational knowledge based on their experiences (Park, 2001). As such, it is built 
on dialogue and sharing ideas and perspectives. When we first began to do the 
work described  here, we wondered how we could use participatory pro cesses, 
which base themselves on reflection and then sharing this reflection with  others, 
and still support the  children and young  people to preserve the precarious sense 
of control and containment (evidenced in their silence) that they used to cope. 
The rest of this chapter illustrates how arts- based methodologies can facilitate an 
approach to participation in research that enables choice, emotional safety, posi-
tive identity construction, and trusting relationships for  children and young 
 people. We argue that  these are foundational princi ples for an approach that can 
transform a sense of self and belonging, allowing for a more meaningful and 
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ethical approach to participation in research with young  people living with past 
pains in precarious situations.

All the research referred to in this chapter applied a set of strict ethical princi-
ples for working with  children and young  people made vulnerable through their 
lived experiences (Boyden, 2000; Powell, 2012; Schenk & Williamson, 2005), and 
was approved by ethics committees at the universities we  were associated with. 
However, we argue in this chapter that our work went beyond the use of standard-
ized, child- appropriate ethical norms,  because the core of an arts- based approach 
is protective while also striving to be transformative or empowering for the young 
participant. We also explore the vari ous ethical dilemmas and considerations 
throughout our work, with a reflexive attitude  toward the pro cess as a central 
practice (Lykes, 2017).

arts- based approaches support choice
The  actual art- making pro cess is central to supporting young  people’s sense of 
control. Creating this sense of control is achieved largely by focusing on the art 
form within the research space; for example, if we are using visual art media, we 
work in an open room with art materials set up all around the room. We begin the 
pro cess by spending time exploring the art media, such as paints or wax resist, or, 
if we are using photography, we begin with learning how to use a camera or how to 
create digital stories. Then we work with the young  people to explore the media in 
the way they choose. This emphasis on the pro cess, rather than the product, allows 
for more agency for participants, freeing them to choose in what way to best 
express themselves.

Participants direct the pro cess, and the use of art form and media evolves over 
time. For example, work done with young  women in a shelter started with us using 
second hand clothes as a base for creating “story dresses,” with pasted and sewn-on 
pictures about their lives. The young  women de cided that they did not want to 
work on old clothes  because  these reminded them of the old clothes donated 
to the shelter, which made them feel that they  were “charity cases.” Instead, they 
opted to make ball gowns that reminded them of what they dreamed of becoming. 
We then sourced dressmaker mannequins along with paper, wire, found objects, 
and cloth to be used to make fantasy gowns that reflected their lives.  These became 
rich resources for them to share their life experiences with us and each other, 
including both past and pre sent, while countering the label of “victim,” which they 
felt was imposed on them (see Walker & Clacherty, 2015).

The choices made by one group of young men and one group of young  women 
living in two separate child and youth care centers also illustrate how selecting the 
form of expression is impor tant. The young men in the group chose to each make 
a digital story2 (a more public artwork) and used this to generate knowledge about 
the experiences of young men living in care. In contrast, the young  women wanted the 
pro cess to be more private, choosing instead to do visualization with creative 
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writing, which included both private ele ments that they kept for personal reflec-
tion and public components that they shared with the group.

Beyond choosing how to develop their art, the young  people we worked with 
 were also presented with the choice about  whether and how to speak about it. In 
some cases,  children and young  people never spoke about their artwork, and that 
was always accepted. We have learned that the role of creative expression can 
enable communication on difficult issues by young  people, at a pace and in a form 
that feels safe for them. For example, one young  woman who was part of a long- 
term research proj ect had not made any art or spoken at all in our discussions for 
over three months,  until one morning she began to make a collage about how she 
was raped. She used magazine cutouts to tell the story of her trauma, placing tissue 
paper over it and drawing on the tissue paper the  people who had supported her 
through the experience. As well as choosing when to tell her story, this young 
 woman was also able to choose how to tell her story. In her case, for example, the 
anonymous photos used in her selected magazine medium helped distance herself 
from the trauma of the event in a way that a painting may not have.

choice: reflecting on ethics
While choice can be a way to overcome challenges in research with young mi grants, 
choice can also pre sent additional challenges. The emphasis on choice can be par-
ticularly challenging in cases where young  people have had their trust in  people 
and relationships fractured through their past experiences. We found that if build-
ing trust is overlooked during research, then young  people do not feel safe to be 
able to engage with and move forward with the pro cess. The building of trust can 
take time, especially when the young  people are living in circumstances where 
trust continues to be broken in their everyday lives. Where such longer- term pro-
cesses are not pos si ble, the emphasis on control can be fostered within the art- making 
and story- sharing pro cesses that create space for young  people’s expressions of 
agency. We have learned that connection to the past is an impor tant part of young 
 people’s redefinition of the self. In our work, we found that many young  people 
would find hope in claiming a new narrative, and in recognizing for themselves 
that painful experiences of the past do not define who they are. It is, however, 
impor tant to be particularly careful to ensure that talking about the past remains a 
choice.

We worked hard to create an environment in which choosing not to talk is 
deemed acceptable, countering prevailing unspoken pressures of participatory 
group pro cesses where some might feel that sharing is expected or  will please the 
adult facilitator. One way we have worked with this issue is by supporting young 
 people to think about whom they feel happy to talk to about their artwork at dif-
fer ent moments in time—it may be a friend, or a small group or even alone. Young 
 people should not feel that sharing is a required component of participation, or 
that it is a marker of successful participation. Rather, the marker of “success” 
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should be the extent to which the young person feels in control of their engage-
ment with the pro cess. Research participation needs to be situated within the 
broader, long- term journey of connecting to the self, and connecting to their aspi-
rations for change.

arts- based approaches support emotional safety
The approaches we used are informed partly by the art therapy approach of Johnson 
(1987), who describes how the “concrete and impersonal transitional space of the 
artwork,  music, roleplay, or poetry . . .  is more safe than the abstract and personal 
one of the transference. . . .  Instead of the discussion of a feeling, one has a discus-
sion of a picture of a feeling, a less threatening situation . . .   because the picture is 
concrete and external to the self ” (p. 11). Using an arts- based approach to participa-
tory research facilitates a safer emotional distance from the difficult event or feelings 
contained in the artwork that  children and young  people produce. The art pro cess 
supports young  people to find ways to share even the most personal and sensitive 
feelings and experiences in a safe way (Haen, 2009; Mottram, 2007). We have found 
that artistic pro cesses enable forms of expression that provide ways for young 
 people to participate meaningfully while retaining power over what they say and 
why. For example, during reflection  after a session using clay to construct repre sen-
ta tions of the self, a 15- year- old young man from the DRC explained, “It was good 
 because it helps me to talk about my story but I  don’t want to go too deep. I am able 
to say something about myself that I want to say and I am not worried afterwards 
that I said something that I  didn’t want to. I feel good, I feel normal.”

In creating artwork, young  people have the preparatory time to work through 
what they are able to share safely with  others in the group, while still allowing for 
much to be left unsaid; they decide what is right for themselves. The art- making 
pro cess can also help young  people to find their voice by providing a platform to 
share through the use of meta phor. Mottram (2007) describes how meta phor in 
art supports a safer way to tell painful stories. This can be seen in the following 
example of a 9- year- old girl who had been entrusted by her parents to an  uncle 
who was to bring her from the DRC to South Africa. He subsequently abused her 
once they had arrived in South Africa. She could not verbally articulate the horror 
of life with her  uncle, so she used instead a visual meta phor of a huge, greedy lion 
to describe her  uncle. “This is a lion getting out of the jungle and coming to the 
city. He is a big lion. He is coming to the city to eat  people. He is like my  uncle, 
bad. Trying to kill  people and jealous of  people. He  will harm them and take their 
 things. He wants  things to be his.” Other examples include a young man aged 16, 
also from the DRC, who made a story book that shared why he was in South 
Africa; in the book he represented the violent death of his  father with a  simple, 
deeply poignant drawing of his  father’s spectacles that had fallen to the floor as he 
was attacked. This young man used art, like the other young participants, to 
explore what was for him unmentionable, but in a form that he could deal with.
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An 18- year- old young  woman from the DRC made a digital story about fighting 
for her  mother’s possessions from her extended  family. She represented her 
 mother’s belongings using a number of carefully collected stones, pebbles, and 
shells. The stones  were a way for her to meta phor ically share about the loss of her 
 mother through an empowered story of her fighting for her  mother’s memory.

What we have found is that young  people in their own time begin to describe 
the meta phors used in their artwork, eventually sharing the art’s meaning with the 
wider group. A 15- year- old young  woman originally from the DRC describes a 
painting she made of the sun and trees: “I love nature, I love being outside and 
having the sun shining on me. I am a calm person and am sometimes quiet 
and keep myself to myself. I am trying to find peace in my life although this is not 
always easy.” Her final sentence illustrates how she used the drawing and the meta-
phor of the sunshine to show us what she is hoping for in her  future. As research-
ers,  these gradual and sometimes small interactions led by the young  people 
themselves allow us to imagine their lived realities.

emotional safety: reflecting on ethics
While using art may help create the emotional distance needed for young mi grants 
to share their difficult experiences, it is also impor tant that we as researchers 
reflect on what we do with what young  people share with us. Often driven by our 
need to collect data and our training as qualitative researchers,  there is a sense that 
we should ask for more. For ethical reasons, we as researchers need to take the 
story as told and not overanalyze or probe further, as this could break down 
the strategies  children use to manage their traumatic memories. We have found a 
phrase from Parsons (2012) to be particularly helpful in thinking about how to 
respond when young  people share narratives of difficult experiences. In his work 
with young Zimbabwean  children who  were ill and  dying from AIDS in a time 
before widespread treatment was available, he talks about researchers applying 
“an ethic of restraint” (Parsons, 2012, p. 13) in the presence of suffering, meaning to 
be quiet and still, to “witness,” to pause before rushing to analyze and interpret.

arts- based work can build relationships
Many of the young  people we have worked with had learned to manage their dif-
ficulties alone and  were distrustful of peers and adults. This coping mechanism, 
though it helped in some of the difficult circumstances they faced, also isolated 
them, making them feel more dislocated and alone as a result. Lester’s (2013) work 
around the consequences of trauma helps us understand why so many of the 
 children and young  people we worked with distrusted relationships. Past trauma 
has often “torn the bonds” (Lester, 2013, p. 753) that hold  children to  family and 
friends. The following example from a young  woman of 15 who came originally 
from Burundi illustrates this idea of torn bonds. “I remember I had a special book. 
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I have drawn this book  here. When I was  little, my mom used to read for me that 
book. It looked lovely. The name of the book was [the same as my name]. My 
Mom died in the village. And when my mom died, I  didn’t want anybody to read 
for me a book ever again.”

Relationships are central in the context of participatory research, with vari-
ous relationships being built at diff er ent levels throughout the period of the par-
ticipatory pro cess. It is critical that we support equal partnerships between young 
 people and researchers. This goes beyond establishing equal relationships between 
researchers and participants and aims to use participatory research as a pro cess for 
social change to transform existing relationships. The constraints of significant 
structural injustice such as we face in South Africa make broader social change 
considerably difficult, but one change we can make is to help young  people prac-
tice trust and create supportive relationships with each other.

Lester’s (2013) exploration of the importance of relationships in a context of 
recovery from trauma helped us to understand how impor tant it was to create research 
pro cesses that sought to build relationships. She describes how in response to war, 
“ People find ways to go on living— not just by resolving deep psychological con-
flicts or by reor ga niz ing their experience to meet existing categories, but through 
ongoing, iterative, continuous pro cesses of meaning- making that emerge in rela-
tionship with  others, across a variety of levels and contexts, and through time” 
(p. 754).

In this context, we have found that the praxis of arts- based work facilitates the 
building of relationships between young  people themselves by encouraging par-
ticipation, not only in talking together but also in making and sharing their art. 
Making art involves more than speech, it is an embodied practice (Liamputtong & 
Rumbold, 2008) involving the hands interacting with the materials and often joint 
activity, such as making a video or sculpture or piece of theater together. Adding 
arts- based methodologies to research can add other layers to participation.

One of the key ways in which an arts- based approach supports young  people in 
building relationships is through the sense of belonging fostered through making 
artwork together and discovering shared aspects of identity through making art. 
The following two quotes are from a 16- year- old boy from Burundi and a 14- year- old 
girl from the DRC, revealing the value of relationship building in arts- based partici-
patory research. The second quote is particularly in ter est ing, as the young  woman 
describes how her identity is linked to being part of an art group. From the 
16- year- old boy: “[We] are not just for coming  here and  doing art. We are also com-
ing  here and getting to know each other. I never used to know J so much, but now 
I know him and he is like a  brother to me, and I see him on the street and I feel 
good. We  were next- door neighbours once but we  didn’t know each other,  because 
the way Hillbrow is, every one minds their own business. Now we are like  brothers”; 
and from the 14- year- old girl: “The time we wanted to go into the art exhibition this 
(security) man chased us away—he thought we are the street kids. Diane came and 
said we  were the ARTISTS! I liked that. We  were the ARTISTS.”
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Through making the art or watching a digital story or reading a picture book 
another young person had made, the art pro cess enabled them to listen to and 
learn from  others (Graham & Fitzgerald, 2010). Through this research, we have 
seen how an arts- based participatory approach can foster participants’ inner 
strength. Bottrell (2009) explains how resilience is grounded in the support and 
care that come from relationships. We have seen how relationships are formed as 
young  people make art together, as they share in a search for meaning. This pro-
cess allows for recognizing each other’s pain and the “common effort  towards 
overcoming adversity and reinstating normalcy [which] are all an essential part of 
integrating experience and healing in individuals” (Boyden, 2000, p.  20). For 
example, many of the young  people did not know that  there  were young  people 
“like them” living in South Africa, and being in the research group was the first 
time they realized this. As one participant expressed, “I am not alone, that you are 
like me, and you have lived through some of the  things that I have, this is not 
something that I could have ever thought of, that I could have friends, that I could 
be with other  people and they would accept me (19- year- old young man from 
Zimbabwe).” Another quote illustrates how making a digital story and then shar-
ing it with the group and  others made one young man realize the added value of 
relationships.  These new relationships helped participants overcome silence as 
they worked through the difficulties related to sharing painful experiences. A 
21- year- old young man from Angola expressed, it this way: “Our instinct is just to 
keep  things to ourselves, if it is bad then we just  won’t talk about it and it is hard 
to just talk, and to have the courage to talk about that in front of every one without 
holding back is impor tant. It takes courage and strength to do that,  because you 
are also building confidence,  because you think, well this is my  thing, what is he 
 going to think and I’m telling him my story? . . .  We cannot do it if we  don’t feel 
like we are in this together.”

Over time, young  people in many of the groups began to identify that they 
could support each other. This is illustrated in the following discussion among 
young men from Burundi, Rwanda, and DRC:

Can I ask a question? Like if you are not sure what to do and we have no home or 
 people to ask. How can you find  people to believe in, that you can ask?

I think you can ask peer counselors at school.
But what if you  don’t want  people to know about your question? You need someone 

to trust.
I think friends. Like all of you [he refers to the  others in the group].

A 17- year- old young  woman born in the DRC who grew up in Angola and is now 
living in South Africa eloquently explained this relational learning pro cess: “For 
me I have learnt so much— I have learnt that through listening, truly transforma-
tive  things can happen. It is through listening that  people can find their voice and 
then find a way to build a voice with  others. It is so impor tant that I give recognition 
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to you and what you have taught me, to be relaxed in who you are and find your 
voice and your story and share that.” This young  woman clearly articulates the 
power of listening in group- based artistic processes— through listening, “you can 
find your voice,” and rich, meaningful insight and knowledge can be created. She 
explains that in finding your voice, you can build the voice of  others— emphasizing 
the importance of young  people themselves nurturing the voice of  others and 
helping each other to grow (Freire, 1970). An arts- based approach where the 
young  people make art alone in a form that makes them feel safe at first, then are 
given the choice to share what they have made in a way that makes them feel safe, 
facilitates the building of trust and relationships.

relationships: reflecting on ethics
We have found that this emphasis on relationships is particularly significant within 
 these young mi grants’ lives, as they are still transitioning between harmful, 
exploitative relationships in their wider environments and the positive support of 
the group. However, this also implies that young  people may move in and out 
of holding trust with  others within the group pro cess. In the context of precarity 
that most of the young  people lived in, they often moved from schools and homes 
and subsequently lost friendships that had come to mean a lot to them. This begs 
the question as to  whether it is ethical to encourage friendships in this context. Do 
we risk setting the young  people up for further loss? Within this context, building 
trust and relationships should not be seen as linear pro cesses. Rather, the nature 
of group building is that  these dynamics need to be constantly negotiated, with 
the young  people supported to engage with the changing contexts they are embed-
ded in. We found that where young  people  were able to engage constructively 
with changing relationships, they could also build resilience  because  there was a 
wider supportive pro cessing space to accompany this change.

creative practice facilitates the  
deepening of identity
We have seen how arts- based approaches support choice and the building of trust, 
how they create emotional safety and distance from painful experiences, and how 
they can facilitate building the relationships that so many  children and young 
 people with migration experiences long for. Over the years of  doing this work, we 
have realized that one of the most power ful reasons for using an arts- based 
approach is that it facilitates a shift in how young  people see themselves (Suffla 
et al., 2015).

As a result of their lived experiences of migration many  children and young 
 people we have worked with find themselves “render[ed] . . .  passive objects” 
(Burman, 1994, p.  238). This perceived victim identity (Huijsmans, 2011) grows 
both from the bureaucracies they have to negotiate to survive and from many of 
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the adults they interact with. For example, many of them had to continually repeat 
a life narrative that fit with the label of “unaccompanied refugee child” or “child in 
need of care,” in order to access documentation and ser vices from the government 
and from nongovernmental social ser vice system (Mahati, 2015). Of course, many 
of  these young  people have indeed experienced grave circumstances that have 
resulted in vulnerabilities. However, reducing them to this ste reo type denies them 
the recovery of a more complex identity that includes the strength and agency 
needed to rebuild their pre sent and  future lives.

We have found that using an arts- based participatory approach supports young 
 people in constructing a rich picture of their “whole- person—of pain and joy” 
(Kalmanowitz & Lloyd, 2002, p. 46), undoing the limiting ste reo types imposed 
on them. For example, through making art the young  people could represent the 
joy of their past lives. As a 13- year- old young  woman from Burundi shared, “This 
( doing artwork) reminds us of our country and helps us think back to the good 
 things.” In their artwork,  children represented the sun that shone on them as a 
child, the river they swam in with friends, birds that flew from the trees as they 
walked to the fields, the pathway to school, the garden they worked in with their 
grand father, the restaurant their  mother owned in the city, the hairdressing salon. 
In the example that follows, a 16- year- old young  woman originally from the DRC 
used oil pastels to create an image of the bedroom she used to share with her 
 mother before her  mother abandoned her, leaving her to fend for herself in South 
Africa. She explained, “This picture is about me and my  mother and the bond that 
a  daughter has. This is the bed that we would lie in together.  These are the colours 
that I remember, the colours are bright  because we  were happy then. Our relation-
ship with God made us closer, we would pray together  every day.”

Through making art, the young  people recalled parts of their identities beyond 
“victim,” extending to a time when they  were a loved child,  sister, grand child, 
friend. They wanted  people to see them not as just an “undocumented mi grant” or 
makwerek were,3 but as a young person with a past, with a history outside persecu-
tion, beyond a label or category.

Alongside this deepening of their identity, arts- based pro cesses also enable 
young  people to have a sense of possibility, of how their lives could be. Through 
the digital storytelling methodology, Gachago (2016) argues, “Storytellers have the 
possibility of experimenting with diff er ent variations of self that could become 
real with time and repeated per for mance” (p. 305). One 15- year- old young man 
originally from the DRC, describes how the narrative he constructed through his 
digital story enabled a new way of seeing himself and  others, in a way that helped 
him conceptualize the possibility of change: “I have tried to listen to my  brother 
and take him as my role model and work hard and stop  going on the fights and 
stop bunking school. Start listening to the  people that are talking to me and choos-
ing positive friends. All of this stuff can help me to become a stronger person, and 
maybe one day I can support my mum and I do understand now why she  didn’t 



 An Arts-Based Participatory Approach to Research 187

come. And I understand that life is tough out  there and that I have to work hard to 
be who I want to be and to support my  family.”

Young  people also used  these pro cesses as a way of challenging their social 
exclusion and the abuse of rights they had experienced. A 16- year- old boy from 
the DRC described his drawing of police harassment on the streets, and con-
cluded by outlining how he could possibly speak back to this harassment: “For me 
to build a secure  future for me and  others is by talking to the government and say 
that they should stop this from happening and give us re spect that we deserve not 
 because we are foreigners but that we are  human beings, and we deserve re spect.” 
 These examples show that through the creative pro cess,  there was the possibility 
of young  people not only reflecting on and understanding their past but also 
acknowledging their agency and looking forward to how they could improve their 
 futures.

identity: reflecting on ethics
We have seen how a participatory research pro cess can be a positive experience 
for young  people. However,  those who have been through severe or long- term 
negative encounters, such as war and migration, require more than participa-
tion in a short- term, arts- based proj ect. In a context of almost no psychological 
support, we often question how ethical it is to ask  these young  people to tell 
their stories,  whether in words or through artwork. For this reason, most of the 
research work we have undertaken has been with young  people who are par-
ticipating in a long- term support group through a local organ ization so that a 
referral system can be put in place for further psychological care as needed. 
Yet, this also highlights a key limitation in that we seldom reach nor hear from 
the more marginalized and vulnerable young  people who cannot access the 
 limited ser vices that are available. How can we ethically work with  these young 
 people if  there is no one to refer them to once the research pro cess is over for 
long- term support?

reclaiming the right to name the world
Through the pro cesses we have described, young  people are able to reflect on the 
challenges they have faced, as well as the injustices and the contextual realities 
that they are experiencing. In  doing so, they  were reclaiming the right “to name 
the world” (Freire, 1970, p. 69), and effect change in their lives. As we undertook the 
research proj ects, we  were constantly reminded by the  children and the young 
 people’s words and artwork of the systemic inequalities that  shaped the environ-
ments in which they  were trying to build their lives. The  children and young 
 people we have worked with wanted  those with power to know about their lives. 
As two of the young  people told us:
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It is like I need other  people to hear my story.
Yes.  There are rich  people out  there who live large. They  don’t know how poor  people, 

like refugees, live— they  don’t know. They got to know.

We, therefore, created an opportunity for them to engage  those who had some 
power over  these systemic inequalities, maybe not to bring about  actual change but 
at the least to tell them about their lives. We worked with the young  people to think 
about whom the audience would be; what they would want the audience to 
think, feel, hear, and see; and what kind of change they  were hoping for. We openly 
discussed the power dynamics involved in engaging with diff er ent audiences, and we 
assessed the risks involved in taking their work into the public sphere. So together 
we developed opportunities for their aspirations to “speak” to the inequalities and 
injustices they face in their lives. In some of the proj ects, we have supported  children 
and young  people to speak publicly through exhibitions or per for mances of their 
work, enabling its wider transformative power. In other proj ects, we set up careful, 
confidential, and ethical pro cesses, such as structured dialogues where the young 
 people could engage social workers, child and youth care workers, and NGO ser vice 
providers about their practice. This critical engagement often shifted power relations 
and  actual practice in institutional settings; for example, one group of young  people 
developed a “build belonging” program with their social workers for new residents 
who came into their residential care fa cil i ty.

naming the world: reflecting on ethics
Yet, we ask ourselves, is this enough? How can we intervene in the cycles of 
in equality and injustice that pervade the lives of young mi grants, of young  people 
that have lived through and continue to live with vio lence? Are we seeing struc-
tural change? What does it look like? The dynamic nature of the  children and 
young  people’s vulnerability as (mostly undocumented) mi grants became even 
more vis i ble over time. In our ongoing contact with many of the young  people 
 after the research ended, the  limited changes they had been able to make in their 
lives have been stifled by the increasing complexity of their situation as they reach 
adulthood, which has been frustrating and deeply painful for every one involved. 
We are conscious that this work requires space and time to evolve with pro cesses 
that engage with  these questions, and we critically evaluate the contribution to 
structural change (Tandon, 1988). In light of this, we believe that as participatory 
researchers, our commitment to a transformative practice must evolve further to 
engage more deeply with the contextual realities affecting young mi grants.

conclusion
Our use of arts- based methodologies has shown us an approach to participatory 
research that supports young  people to regain some sense of control over their 
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lives through artistic pro cesses, and to safely and ethically connect with both past 
and pre sent, and with each other. We argue that space for personal pro cessing and 
reflection is needed in group- based participatory inquiries and that art- based 
practices can provide this space. We also suggest that this personal pro cessing 
builds a sense of agency that allows them to listen to the stories of  others, to build 
relationships, and to slowly look  toward the systemic injustices they face as 
mi grants and how they can “speak truth to power.”

We have shared five princi ples and practices through which arts- based partici-
patory research can achieve this transformative work with young mi grants.

1. Choice: Underpinning this work is a recognition of  children and young 
 people’s choice and agency. Re spect for participants’ autonomy needs to be 
embedded throughout the pro cess, as it drives  whether and how young  people 
engage with diff er ent art forms, and how the longer- term participatory pro cess 
unfolds. Respecting autonomy and giving choice recenters young  people’s agency 
in directing their lives, allowing for greater recognition for their stories and 
experiences, supporting them to some extent to reclaim their narratives.

2. Emotional safety and control: The use of artistic expression supports young 
 people to retain emotional control within the research pro cess. Their participa-
tion is held  gently by the artistic and creative methods, where they are encour-
aged to work at a pace that feels right for them. The creative pro cess supports 
young  people to feel strength and power, which can be translated into their 
self- expression within participation.

3. Relationships: Pro cesses that bring  children and young  people together are 
power ful as they can help them to overcome isolation and loneliness, facilitat-
ing opportunities to reflect on shared realities and to build solutions to diverse 
social prob lems. When trust is nurtured within the group, young  people can 
thrive with space for pro cessing at the personal level through art making, and 
then move with a deeper sense of self into working creatively together.

4. Deepening identity: It is impor tant to recognize that for many young  people 
their ability to safely connect with their life experiences has been fractured. 
Providing opportunities for young  people to reclaim positive memories from 
their past, and to articulate new ways of seeing themselves in the pre sent can 
deepen their sense of self. From this, young  people can reconnect to whom 
they are, and whom they can become, bringing this self- worth into a group dia-
logue with  others. This also challenges ste reo types of young mi grants as lack-
ing agency or value.

5. Public engagement: The emphasis on participatory arts- based pro cesses 
creates unique and power ful opportunities for  children and young  people to 
reclaim their right to name the world. The pro cess rather than the product, 
however, is what drives this, enabling a connection between change within the 
group and a drive for social change in their wider realities. Tensions lie between 
young  people’s aspirations for change and the structural inequalities that are 
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pervasive in their lives. This needs to be carefully navigated, and researchers 
have a responsibility to connect to wider long- term societal change.

This work with  children and young  people affected by war and migration 
embodies an ethic of reciprocity in the research relationship, which is centered on 
enabling resilience and empowerment. Becoming artists, photog raphers, and cre-
ators is meaningful for participants, showing them that they are much more than 
victims, they are young  people with a story to tell. Facilitating a pro cess in which 
 these stories can be told creates a deeper understanding of the complexity of 
mi grant  children and young  people’s lives, thereby generating knowledge that 
exposes the structural inequalities that shape their environments.

Further critical evaluative work is needed on how to link the pro cess of per-
sonal and relational transformation that occurred in the pro cesses we describe 
with  these larger issues of justice and in equality. Can what we have learned 
through  these transformative pro cesses be used to transform  those with the power 
to change the sociopo liti cal and  legal context? This is the kind of question we 
should seek to answer in  future participatory research work.

notes
1.  We use the terminology  children and young  people with “migration- related life experiences” 
so as to not reduce young  people to a label, or a status that does not recognize the complexity, 
and heterogeneity of their lived experiences. We include the language of “mi grant” as a shortened 
version. However, we do so with a view that this complexity should be retained.
2.  Digital storytelling is a creative and group- based learning experience where, through multi-
modal expression, participants produce and edit a three- minute film made up of their own art-
work combined with a personal story about a key moment of change in their life that they 
narrate in first person.
3.  A derogatory name given to Black African nonnationals by South Africans.
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10 • ARTS- BASED RESEARCH 
INNOVATIONS IN WORK 
WITH WAR- AFFECTED 
 CHILDREN AND YOUTH
A Synthesis

WA R R E N  L I N D S,  M I R A N D A  D ’A M I C O,  
MY R I A M  D E N O V,  C L A U D I A  M I TC H E L L ,  
A N D  M E A G H A N  S H E V E L L

The arts have increasingly been used as an instrument for research, 
practice, and social change. This burgeoning work in arts- based research, arts- 
informed practice, and art for social change highlights the use of the arts in 
research and programming as multifaceted with the potential to offer therapeutic, 
restorative, transformative, and empowering value. Arts- based approaches can be 
helpful tools, both in fostering personal benefits for the participant and as a cata-
lyst for social change within the broader society.

While broad in its conceptualization, arts- based research can be defined as 
“research that uses the arts, in the broadest sense, to explore, understand and rep-
resent  human action and experience” (Savin- Baden & Wimpenny, 2014, p.  1). 
Arts- based research approaches use the artistic pro cess and artistic expression as a 
primary way of understanding and examining diverse  human experiences by both 
researchers and participants (McNiff, 2008). Arts- based research can be under-
taken in a number of diff er ent forms and mediums, including the use of visual and 
digital arts (e.g., photography, drawing, videography, and cellphilm), and per for-
mance arts (e.g., theater, drama,  music, and rap). While arts- based research has 
been used with a number of diverse populations, particularly marginalized groups, 
academic attention has only recently addressed using arts- based research with 
war- affected populations. This dearth of lit er a ture is further compounded when 
examining the use of arts- based research with war- affected  children and youth.
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Scholarship has begun to highlight the benefits of using arts- based approaches 
with war- affected populations  because they can enable survivors of war to repre-
sent their war time experiences in a context of reduced stress (Denov et al., 2012) 
and provide a  viable nonverbal alternative to traditional verbal communication, 
which can be particularly conducive to communicating highly distressing events, 
such as  those experienced in the context of war and migration (Denov & Shevell, 
2019). Given the sensitivity and ethical considerations of exploring war- related 
experiences, particularly with  children, the use of art has been found to ease 
 children’s ability to communicate their realities, in a less threatening and pressur-
ized context (D’Amico et al., 2016). Arts- based research can also offer psychologi-
cal benefits to war- affected participants  because the arts provide a means to safely 
access and pro cess traumatic memories, ultimately helping with healing and 
recovery (Gantt & Tinnin, 2009).

Moreover, arts- based approaches with war- affected youth enrich our knowl-
edge and understanding of their lived realities while also enabling youth to build 
critical skills by fostering opportunities for “youth [to] express their voices, con-
nect with communities and increase their civic engagement” (Friesem, 2014, 
p.  45). Arts- based research with war- affected youth has been found to promote 
participant activism, engagement, and empowerment (Denov et al., 2012; Mitch-
ell, 2011).

The scholarly lit er a ture on arts- based research with war- affected youth is begin-
ning to develop, but the lit er a ture to date is diffuse, with discussions often  limited 
to one art form (e.g., photovoice or drawing or digital storytelling) or framed in 
silos within distinct disciplinary perspectives. A notable exception can be found 
in Lenette’s (2019) book Arts- Based Methods in Refugee Research: Creating Sanctu-
ary, which draws together work on photography, participatory video, digital story-
telling, and community  music, offering a more integrative approach that examines 
how the vari ous art forms and disciplinary perspectives complement each other, 
and also how they might relate to policy change. As Lenette highlights, it is critical 
to find ways to strengthen this area so that researchers, policy makers, and prac ti-
tion ers working with war- affected  children and youth can navigate this broad 
range of work more effectively. As an understudied area, this often translates into 
the underutilization of arts- based approaches or the unidimensional use of arts- 
based approaches. The cost is overlooking the complexity of the approach and the 
population  under study, as well as failing to appreciate the overlaps across meth-
ods and disciplinary perspectives.

This synthesis chapter on the current state of the art of arts- based methodolo-
gies with war- affected  children and youth aims to provide an integrative snapshot 
of how arts- based research has been understood historically, conceptually, and 
practically.  Because the experiences of war- affected  children and youth and the 
relevancy of arts- based approaches are highly contingent on cultural and contex-
tual  factors, this chapter aims to situate the discussion within the unique contexts 
of war and migration through the use of diverse case studies and examples at the 



 Arts-Based Research Innovations 199

individual,  family, community, and national levels. This chapter also provides an 
examination of both the pro cess of arts- based approaches as well as the outcome 
or impact, particularly as it relates to war- affected populations and contexts of 
conflict/postconflict.

Through its overview of six art forms used with war- affected populations, this 
chapter reveals the value of methodologies that are participant centered, privileg-
ing the participants and their expertise throughout all stages of the research pro-
cess. The chapter also explores the relevance of arts- based approaches across the 
entire conflict/postconflict cycle, including in- country ( either in cases of protracted 
conflict or in postconflict recovery), during migration, and upon resettlement. 
The chapter begins by providing a brief historical context in order to demon-
strate the long- standing use of arts- based approaches with war- affected popula-
tions, along with a contextualized discussion of how we got  here. The chapter then 
outlines six potential arts- based tools and approaches and how they have been 
used specifically with war- affected populations. We examine potential benefits of 
each of the tools and approaches, as well as a broader consideration of pos si ble 
limitations and challenges, with par tic u lar attention to ethical considerations. The 
chapter concludes with next steps in utilizing vari ous arts- based approaches 
with war- affected populations.

historical context of arts- based approaches  
in work with war- affected  children
The use of art with war- affected  children is not a new phenomenon. If we look 
back on  human history— across a broad time span and across multiple armed con-
flicts and situations of po liti cal vio lence—we can find numerous examples of 
how the arts have been used to elicit  children’s perspectives on their lived realities. 
In the discussion that follows, we highlight the use the art- making activities with 
 children and youth in the aftermath of the Spanish Civil War, during the Holo-
caust, and in the context of the Trou bles in Northern Ireland. Ultimately, prefac-
ing our discussion of arts- based approaches with war- affected youth further 
contextualizes our understanding of the topic and allows for tracing the progres-
sion of the discourse itself across time and place. In par tic u lar, consideration of 
historical under pinnings enables a deeper examination into critical questions 
around how we got  here and where we go from  here.

We start with Weissberger (1938), who explores  children’s repre sen ta tions of 
the Spanish Civil War through archived  children’s drawings. This example is par-
ticularly noteworthy  because the Spanish Civil War was the first conflict in which 
modern arms  were intentionally used against the civil population on a large scale; 
as such, it marks the onset of  children witnessing military attacks firsthand. Weiss-
berger highlights that  children began to reflect on their war time experiences 
through their drawings of the bombardments, the evacuations, and the separation 
from  family, as well as the games, lessons, and other activities within the school 
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colonies. Weissberger notes that examining  these  children’s drawings in a con-
temporary context reveals a valuable and direct testimony of multiple aspects of 
this par tic u lar conflict other wise unseen: life before the war, the presence of the 
war in their daily lives, humanitarian support and evacuation, the politicization of 
 children, organ ization and life in the school colonies— all from the perspective 
of  children themselves.

In an example of the use of art with war- affected  children during the Second 
World War, Hana Volavková (1993) describes how art and poetry  were used as 
tools to educate Jewish  children during the war and as a means for  children to 
express their unique war time experiences. Volavková’s work underscores specifi-
cally the real ity of war in Terezin, a town north of Prague, which, during the Sec-
ond World War, was turned into the transport camp (where Jews awaited transport 
to the concentration camp in Auschwitz) Ghetto of Theresienstadt. In the Ghetto 
during this period, education of Jewish  children was strictly forbidden. Nonethe-
less, Volavková documents that volunteer teachers in the Ghetto created a system 
where  children could be taught without breaking the law by using art. This was 
done through chanting mathematical prob lems and playing games that taught 
 children about geography and history. In addition to using arts- based tools for 
education,  children created artwork, sang songs, and recited poetry as a means of 
preserving the spirit and minds of  children and youth. Similarly, Zivya Seligman 
(1995) highlights the ways in which theater and drama  were used with both adults 
and  children in concentration camps. Seligman (1995) documents that in There-
sienstadt, a marionette theater was founded for  children in the camp: “[the] songs 
and dances on familiar themes caused them  great joy and the success of the show 
gave them  great satisfaction” (p. 124).  These unique and historical art forms con-
tinue to serve as a power ful reminder of how art is able to capture  children’s 
unique war time experiences, illustrating both the horror and the hope in war- 
affected  children.

Hill and White (2012) and Pruitt (2011) have highlighted the ways in which art, 
specifically  music and mural- making, has been used as a peacemaking tool with 
conflict- affected youth in Northern Ireland. Murals have figured as a prominent 
feature of the visual environment of Northern Ireland since the early twentieth 
 century, developing into one of the best- known examples of po liti cal art in the 
world. Hill and White (2012) address the Re- Imaging Communities program 
launched in Northern Ireland in 2006, and its attempt to intervene in the visual 
environment in an effort to steer the muralscape away from divisive expressions of 
sectarianism  toward more positive themes.  These authors (Hill & White, 2012; 
Pruitt, 2011) underscore that art has been used as a peace- building tool in the after-
math of the Trou bles. While not an exhaustive overview, the historical use of arts 
with war- affected  children points  toward art as a compelling means to highlight 
and illustrate  children’s unique experiences of war, po liti cal vio lence, and civil 
unrest. Furthermore, all  these examples reveal how art has historically been used as 
a thoughtful and therapeutic means to support and educate  children during and in 
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the aftermath of war. This examination of the historical context further underscores 
the implications of arts as a tool to advance not only epistemology on the experi-
ences of  children but also as a tool to advance healing, resilience, and recovery.

exploring art forms: drawing, photovoice, 
participatory video and cellphilming, digital 
storytelling, drama/theater, and  music
Storytelling is a prominent feature in the vari ous art forms discussed in this sec-
tion. Storytelling has its roots in oral history, where a story is the central means 
through which  people share their lived experiences. Par tic u lar histories have been 
relayed from generation to generation. As Jerome Bruner (2004) writes, “Narra-
tive imitates life, life imitates narrative” (p.  692), demonstrating the dynamic 
interplay between storytelling and realities. Storytelling has historically offered a 
way of understanding the self and a method of passing forward knowledge and 
unpacking experiences to better connect with the world around us. For war- 
affected youth, storytelling extends as a vehicle for unpacking traumatic experi-
ences and connecting with  those of shared experience. This is especially critical 
for  those that are displaced ( either internally or internationally) as they strug gle to 
reconnect to and resettle in their new contexts. Refugees must navigate across 
linguistic, cultural, and physical bound aries, continuously  shaped through ongo-
ing interactions. Homi Bhabha (1994) conceptualizes the site of this dynamic pro-
cess as Third Spaces, whereby meanings continuously emerge through ongoing 
encounters with new environments. Visual methodologies, such as drawing, pho-
tovoice, video/cellphilming, digital storytelling, drama/theater, and music/rap, 
enable access to  these Third Spaces and allow us to better understand meaning- 
making of experiences through  these methods. Furthermore, visual methodolo-
gies provide a medium through which participants might express how they see 
and interact with their surroundings, thereby “helping displaced youth and 
researchers to mitigate linguistic barriers” (Vecchio et al., 2017, p. 134).

Arts- based approaches are driven by a number of overlapping princi ples with 
participatory research, such as placing the participant at the center of the research 
pro cess. Arts- based research privileges the participants’ perspectives, suggesting 
that participants’ experiences and knowledge are legitimate, valid, and worth col-
lecting and sharing with  others (see also Clacherty and Shahrokh, chapter  9). 
Arts- based approaches help to provide a space for young participants to exercise 
their agency in exploring and selecting topics, allowing participants to drive research 
design, data collection and analy sis, and discussions on findings and implications. 
In addition to providing a nonverbal alternative to traditional qualitative method-
ologies, many arts- based approaches also offer a low- tech and low- cost option that 
can be made accessible in low resource postconflict settings.

The following section examines a range of pos si ble art forms that can be drawn 
upon for arts- based research with war- affected youth and families, including 
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low- tech and digital methodologies along a range of economic costs. The chapter 
also includes consideration of visual, audio, and per for mance arts, in its overview 
of the use of the following art forms with war- affected youth: drawing, photo-
voice, video and cellphilm, digital storytelling, drama and theater, and  music and 
rap. While  these are by no means the only  viable art forms to engage in arts- based 
research with war- affected youth, they each offer valuable insights into better 
understanding and create space and place for the Third Space. Examining each of 
the art forms separately, yet in concert, in stepping back and critically reflecting on 
arts- based research with war- affected youth more generally ultimately allows for a 
more integrative interdisciplinary account of the current state of the art. Fi nally, it 
is imperative to emphasize that despite the vio lence and traumas endured through 
their experiences of war, migration, and displacement, war- affected  children over-
whelmingly demonstrate noteworthy degrees of resilience as evidenced through 
the robust case studies and examples provided with each art form: “ Running 
throughout the  children’s stories is a sense of strength, courage and resilience 
despite the seeming overwhelming circumstances of their lives” (Berman et al., 
2001, p. 29).

Drawing
Drawing has been used, especially with young  people, as a clinical and diagnostic 
research method to provide data to inform the implementation of appropriate 
interventions (D’Amico et al., 2016). Research on drawing in clinical and educa-
tional settings has confirmed that using drawing to facilitate talking increased the 
amount of verbal information that  children shared as compared to a traditional 
interview or conversation (Woolford et  al., 2015). Drawing as a form of artistic 
communication gives  children and youth the opportunity to represent their feel-
ings safely and can be easily used as a venue for emotional expression to address 
psychosocial difficulties, as well as a mechanism of psychological support (Rous-
seau et al., 2005). Drawing has also been shown to be a developmentally sensitive 
tool that allows for the inclusion of  children’s point of view regardless of develop-
mental stage in communication or linguistic abilities. Drawing may be used as a 
springboard for  children to express themselves freely, such as sharing their dreams 
and pains. This enables them to communicate what they know and what they have 
experienced and, in turn, gives  those working with them additional insight into 
their psychosocial status (Farokhi & Hashemi, 2011; Green & Denov, 2019).

 Children’s drawings represent a valuable tool to better understand their experi-
ences in the context of war and prolonged po liti cal vio lence (Akesson et al., 2014). 
Verbalizing emotions and feelings can be especially difficult for war- affected youth 
as they have encountered vio lence and displacement and possibly endured trau-
matic experiences, which can influence how they construct their collective identi-
ties (Beauregard et  al., 2017a, b). For example, when drawings  were used with 
immigrant and refugee  children in school settings as a form of creative expression, 
they elicited discussions around how to enhance the adjustment pro cess for refugee 
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students, while also providing a venue to pro cess and communicate traumatizing 
experiences (Rousseau et al., 2005). Multiple empirical works have pointed to the 
benefits of drawing with war- affected  children  because it offers a nonverbally 
oriented approach to pro cessing traumatic experiences (Green & Denov, 2019). 
Drawing as a form of self- expression also provides a power ful vehicle for coping; 
this activity “helps  children avoid destructive burial of feelings of insecurity, anxi-
ety, fear, terror, distrustfulness and unhappiness produced by the impact of major 
disruption, vio lence and despair” (Kilbourne, 1994 cited in Janzen & Janzen, 1999, 
p. 593).

 There is ample scholarly lit er a ture on the beneficial use of drawings with war- 
affected  children. In their work with Rwandan genocide survivors, Janzen and 
Janzen (1999) show the ways in which  children expressed their lived experiences 
of the genocide in drawings to mitigate self- destructive feelings and be hav iors. 
Child survivors ranging from 6 to 15 years old  were invited to draw some of their 
experiences of home and  family before and  after the genocide. The drawings 
revealed a “rich inventory” of their worlds of coexistence and interdependence 
before and their worlds of loss, hardship, and restoration  after ( Janzen & Janzen, 
1999). In a study on Iraqi refugee  children’s drawings, Jabbar and Betawi (2018) 
found that drawing provided a functional way of understanding how  children 
conceptualized war and peace, and how they make sense and meaning of their 
own personal experiences with war and peace. Jabbar and Betawi (2018) stated 
that the “drawing, now, and  later,  will help them cope with the traumatic events 
they have been through, and preserve their identities that have been shattered out 
of their control” (p. 15).

Drawings offer a valuable mechanism for healing and recovery following trau-
matic experiences of war and displacement, and they can also unlock insights that 
can be critical in improving the implementation of interventions. For example, a 
key component in collecting information to inform the design of child- centered 
interventions has been to ask  children themselves to draw their hopes for the 
 future and the obstacles preventing  these hopes (Clacherty, 2018). Drawings are 
then used to inform programming in order to address their self- identified needs 
and develop a  family support group model. Furthermore, building on the afore-
mentioned psychological benefits, drawings can function as impor tant interven-
tions for therapeutic healing. Drawings can be used as a feasible and effective 
intervention that can easily and safely be delivered by nonspecialist providers 
to improve access to care. They are easily accessed by local nongovernmental 
organ izations (NGOs) in humanitarian settings and can be used as basic assess-
ment tools and to advocate for support ser vices.

Furthermore, drawings and arts- based activities can be instrumental in facili-
tating refugee resettlement and reintegration. Schools can use drawing activities 
to enhance the adjustment of affected  children to “build bridges between the past 
and the  future by attaching meaning to experience” (Rousseau & Heusch, 2000, 
p. 31). Drawing allows  children to make some sense of their lives and recapture 



204 L inds  et  al .

lost hope (Gangi & Barowsky, 2009) as well as to connect with students of shared 
experiences. Research has also examined extensively how drawings can be inter-
preted to reveal deeper meaning and symbolism (e.g., size, placement, use of color, 
emphasized aspects), which can signal the child’s emotional attitude  toward a par-
tic u lar topic. Furthermore, drawing offers an outlet for communication and a win-
dow into the child’s inner personality (Farokhi & Hashemi, 2011). Janzen and Janzen 
(1999) state that “ these  children’s drawings of war are power ful firsthand docu-
mentation that carry with them a level of authenticity which cameras of foreign 
journalists could not— cannot— capture” (p. 593).

Photovoice
Photovoice is a participatory arts- based visual methodology that refers to the 
practice of providing cameras to participants, typically  those from marginalized 
communities, to represent the ways that they see critical issues in their everyday 
lives. Building on Wang et al.’s (1996) ground- breaking work, the significance of 
photovoice extends beyond the photographic outcome or product to include the 
pro cess in which participants themselves work with the images (Mitchell, 2011). 
As a participatory methodology that privileges participant engagement and agency, 
photovoice aims to involve participants in all phases, including design, photo- 
taking, analy sis, and preparing the photos for an exhibition (see Mitchell et  al., 
2017). While photovoice is participant driven, this approach, as with other partici-
patory arts– based approaches, typically includes a facilitator working with the 
group to identify an overarching theme— such as security, or addressing access to 
schooling or health care— and foster a safe space that is conducive to discussion. 
Once a theme is determined and an appropriate prompt to guide taking photo-
graphs is established with the group (e.g., feeling safe and not so safe), participants 
take photos  either individually or in small groups, and then select images that they 
themselves deem best exemplify their perspective on the identified topic to be 
shared and discussed. Typically, participants also create captions for the photos 
that capture their perspective in words to complement their visual repre sen ta tion. 
Photovoice approaches can also engage  children in the analy sis phase of the 
research through participatory analy sis (Mitchell et al., 2016).

Photovoice studies have been conducted with both adults and  children in rela-
tion to addressing a variety of social issues (e.g., homelessness, vio lence, health 
issues such as HIV and AIDS, disability), and can be a particularly appropriate 
method for seeing through the eyes of war- affected  children and young  people. As 
an arts- based method that is often group oriented, it can also be used in the con-
text of exploring collective expression and collective identity. Notwithstanding 
the rich body of photography work conducted with  children (and at times 
including refugee  children) by Wendy Ewald (2000) dating back to the 1970s (see 
The Promise of Tomorrow1 photo proj ect), the bulk of the lit er a ture on the specific 
use of photovoice with war- affected  children and youth has taken place in the 
last two de cades. Recent technological advancements have made this approach 
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increasingly feasible, accessible, and easy to use for NGOs on the ground through 
the use of eco nom ical disposable and digital cameras, along with portable (and 
battery operated) photo printers.

The lit er a ture on photovoice with war- affected  children and youth can be 
looked at across a number of interrelated thematic areas, including geographic 
location and phase of postconflict. For example, studies can be geo graph i cally 
or ga nized across the phases of war and migration to include in- country, in- 
migration, and resettlement/reintegration experiences. In a study conducted 
in Sierra Leone (Denov et al., 2012), photovoice was used to highlight the post-
conflict experiences of former child soldiers, and their reintegration into postwar 
mainstream society. The young  people in this study, as represented through their 
photo graphs, highlight the crucial issues that they perceive as having an impact on 
their lives. Using the photo graphs as a catalyst for discussion and self- reflection, 
the youth  were able to express their perspectives and experiences concerning 
controversial issues regarding their participation in war time vio lence, postcon-
flict stigma, and community reintegration. In this study, participants also played 
an integral role in choosing photo graphs for their exhibitions, which brought 
together community members, local and international nongovernmental organ-
izations, policy makers, and government representatives to showcase the issues 
that most affected them. Studies have also focused on the experience of war- affected 
youth in- migration, such as in refugee camps. For example, Green and Kloos (2009) 
use photovoice to look at the experiences of youth in refugee camps in northern 
Uganda. Photovoice studies have also been used to examine reintegration and reset-
tlement, as can be seen in Liz Orton’s (2009) work.

A second thematic area focuses on the growing recognition of the impact of 
the images produced through photovoice, as highlighted in Susie Linfield’s (2010) 
book The Cruel Radiance: Photography and Po liti cal Vio lence. A key strength of 
photovoice work is that the images produced lend themselves to being exhib-
ited; photovoice enables participants to specifically tailor their message to target 
or reach a par tic u lar audience or stakeholder (see Mitchell, 2015). For example, 
Gary Dumbrill’s work (2008) engaged refugee parents through photovoice to cre-
ate targeted messages for the specific audience of child welfare workers. Over-
all the parents produced messages related to three major themes: understanding 
the hopes and fears they had for their  children, understanding resettlement chal-
lenges, and the importance of working together (parents and child welfare work-
ers) to coproduce child welfare policies and ser vices.

Fi nally, much of the lit er a ture on photovoice highlights its transformative 
potential for both participants and communities and the ways in which it can be a 
tool for advocacy and in some cases policy change (see also Mitchell et al., 2017). 
Ideally,  children and young  people have the opportunity to see this for themselves. 
In a photovoice proj ect involving  children living in an informal settlement in 
South Africa, for example, the photos and captions the  children produced on 
school absenteeism on market day  were presented to local businesses and other 
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community stakeholders. The  children’s pictures drew attention to the fact that 
they had to work in the local market on Fridays in order to have money to buy 
food on the weekends. Their photos convinced stakeholders that they needed to 
establish a weekend feeding scheme that would supplement the school feeding 
scheme that existed during the week (Mitchell et al., 2006).

Participatory Video and Cellphilming
Participatory video (sometimes referred to as collaborative video) refers to 
participant- led production of films using digital cameras, cellphones, tablets (e.g., 
iPads), and other devices. Typically, the productions are short (3–5 minutes) and, 
similarly to photovoice, draw on working in small group contexts. The use of par-
ticipatory video in work with war- affected  children and young  people has become 
increasingly pos si ble as a result of relatively easy access for NGOs and researchers 
to low- cost, easy- to- use equipment, and especially as a result of the widespread 
use of cellphones, tablets, and other devices, which require relatively  little training 
to use (Milne et al., 2012).

With the expansion of telecommunication and increasing popularity of smart-
phone technology, tablets, and cellphones to produce short films— referred to as 
cellphilming— have become increasingly used for participatory video methodol-
ogy (MacEntee et al., 2016; Mitchell et al., 2011). Cellphilming is a particularly fea-
sible strategy  because it does not require advanced training on videography or 
editing. Mitchell’s (2011) work, for example, on the no- editing- required approach 
highlights participant- friendly practices that do not require access to editing 
equipment. Furthermore, with increasing access to easily downloadable apps, 
editing poses less of a challenge even in community research.

 There are several key themes that can be seen in work using participatory video 
and cellphilming with war- affected  children. One salient theme highlights the 
power of the pro cess itself; the act of engaging young  people using the tool of 
participatory video can often serve as the point in and of itself, as noted by Skart-
veit and Goodnow (2010) in their edited book on museum practices involving 
refugee youth. Vari ous authors draw attention to the pro cess, especially the incor-
poration of young  people in film- production practices, such as engaging youth in 
the creation of the story boards, as story boards capture a critical component of 
storytelling (Labacher et al., 2012; Mitchell et al., 2011). Similarly, Lee and Bolton 
(2007) draw attention to one proj ect in  Kenya where young  people in a refugee 
community learned to use video as a tool for storytelling and communication. As 
the authors note, the proj ect seeks “to develop participants’ confidence and self- 
esteem, to engage critical thinking, and provide a means of communication” (Lee & 
Bolton, 2007, p. 5).

Another theme in the lit er a ture relates to the impact of the work on its vari ous 
audiences. Screening of “playbacks,” as coined by Molony et al. (2007), was proven 
to be particularly vital in engaging audiences of thirty to a hundred  people to dis-
cuss the issues of sexual-  and gender- based vio lence raised in the videos screened 
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as part of an intervention in Liberia. As Molony et al. (2007) highlight, the ways in 
which such arts- based tools can promote dialogue is perhaps the most compelling 
component.

Digital Storytelling
Digital storytelling uses digital media to create stories or narratives, frequently 
combining a number of diff er ent arts- based tools in a multimedia format (see 
Gubrium, 2009). An impor tant aspect of this visual methodology includes its 
ability to move away from the limitations of text- based communication in a multi-
lingual context. Digital storytelling is particularly relevant with youth populations, 
given the current state of social media and the excessive consumption, produc-
tion, and exchange of photo graphs and video through digital media. As  there is 
considerable overlap with the other art forms outlined in this chapter, this section 
 will primarily focus on the unique and critical ele ments of dialogue and rapport, 
particularly as they pertain to integration and intercultural rapport in refugee con-
texts. While the lit er a ture on other participatory visual methodologies focuses 
more on the pro cess or the creation stage, less is written on involving participants 
in sharing their productions outside workshop settings to catalyze discussions 
about the stories told.

With the unbridled rise of war- induced migration around the globe,  there is an 
increasing need for intercultural dialogue in order to break down barriers and cul-
tivate belonging. Furthermore, spaces for intercultural dialogue are crucial in con-
necting us all in a way that allows us to discover “the other” through our own 
pro cess of self- reflection and self- discovery. It is also impor tant to note that “nar-
rativising one’s past experiences is an ongoing and interpretive act and one that 
implies taking risks but that has the potential to offer personal and professional 
benefits” (Luchs & Miller, 2016, p. 447).

This section considers the many uses of digital storytelling with war- affected 
youth, with specific attention to the value of storytelling as a means of fostering 
dialogue. Current scholarly lit er a ture on digital storytelling with war- affected 
 children and youth underscores the need for adopting an intercultural perspective 
by offering opportunities to go beyond the surface level through the communal 
exchange of personal stories. Through such intercultural dialogue, pro cesses of 
“othering” war- affected refugees can begin to be disentangled in the development 
of a shared society. For example, López- Bech and Zúñiga’s (2017) work with a 
group of young refugees living in Belgium and Sweden used digital storytelling to 
share their power ful experiences of war and migration and revealed that “in the 
sharing of a personal story—of something that belongs to you— with someone 
 else,  there is an implicit sense of belonging developed within the recipient. Shar-
ing a personal and intimate story generates trust and mutual empathy,  going 
beyond the surface and ste reo types that create barriers between  people. In most 
of the cases, participants find the possibility to access and make an impact in their 
new social context through their stories” (p. 226)”



208 L inds  et  al .

Another example of the value of outreach through storytelling includes 
Luchs and Miller’s (2016) collaborative Mapping Memories proj ect with refugee 
youth and a team of educators, filmmakers, policy advocates, and ser vice organ-
izations along with the Canadian Council for Refugees. Through this digital proj-
ect, refugee youth shared their stories in a citywide tour of vari ous schools, 
expressing themselves creatively as they  shaped their experiences into compelling 
digital stories, photo- essays, mixed media collages, and even bus and walking 
tours. The proj ect culminated with On Tour, a five- year participatory media proj-
ect with refugee youth in Montreal, Canada. The final phase explored the poten-
tial impact of digital storytelling in cultivating peer- to- peer intercultural dialogue: 
“Live pre sen ta tions [ were combined with] digital stories to instigate peer- to- peer 
dialogue about ste reo types that frame refugees as victims, outsiders or ‘burdens 
to the system’ ” (Luchs & Miller, 2016, p. 442). Furthermore, as one participant 
explained, the goal was “to offer inspiration to students who might be afraid to 
share a personal story” (Luchs & Miller, 2016, p. 444). However, in order to extend 
the reach and sustainability of a proj ect with a set number of sessions, the Map-
ping Memories proj ect identified that  there is a need to work more closely with 
teachers to prompt greater reflection and consideration of how what is learned 
can be used to shape pedagogy  after the termination of the proj ect.

Fi nally, the potential impacts of digital storytelling extend beyond its capacities 
for intercultural dialogue to include individual as well as global benefits in fos-
tering translocal identities, communities, and sense of belonging. Research has 
demonstrated that marginalization is a predominant feature of the war- affected 
refugee experience, thus serving as a significant barrier  toward integration but also 
in developing their own identities in their new context. Raelene Wilding (2012) 
points out that with digital technology we see new opportunities for refugee youth 
to “seek their sources of identity and identification elsewhere— through  family, 
peer and cultural connections that transcend the limitations of place” (p. 501), and 
use digital storytelling to span geo graph i cal bound aries. For example, Gifford 
and Wilding’s (2013) digital media proj ect Home Lands explored Karen Burmese 
refugee youth’s experiences of identity and belonging in their resettled contexts of 
Melbourne, Australia. Using audiovisuals, website creation, and digital produc-
tion, resettled refugee youth  were connected with their peers in refugee camps on 
the Thai– Burma border and elsewhere. The proj ect found that an enhanced sense 
of connection to their Karen community and identity was not in opposition to a 
sense of being Australian, but was instead complemented by it. The researchers 
contend that “if resettled refugee young  people are able to maintain their connec-
tions to  family and friends around the world, this might enhance their sense of 
being at home in Melbourne” (Gifford & Wilding, 2013, p. 558). This proj ect dem-
onstrates that online technologies can open up possibilities of cultural renewal 
and reconstruction, as storytelling can enable “becoming at home” in their new 
environment while, si mul ta neously, being global citizens in their translocal identi-
ties. War- affected refugee youth  were successful in transforming themselves while 
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engaging with both local and transnational opportunities. Furthermore, this 
proj ect reveals robust levels of agency in balancing and integrating multiple over-
lapping systems, such as ethnic, religious, communal, peer, and  family systems. 
Ultimately, the foregoing examples demonstrate enormous hope and potential in 
using digital storytelling to enable war- affected youth not only to have a voice but 
also to articulate that voice to  others.

Drama and Theater
Drama and theater provide a medium through which a story can be physically 
enacted or performed, and an emotive outlet for pro cessing complex experiences. 
As Malvern Lumsden (1997) points out, “Theatre is perhaps the clearest example 
of an impor tant resource— a transitional zone that acts as a ‘safe space’ for trauma-
tized individuals and communities . . .  [to work] through terrifying emotions and 
[try] new approaches to social relations” (p. 263). Drama and theater pro cesses 
can help build trust, develop voice, and share power.  These characteristics are 
especially meaningful for war- affected  children and youth in a number of con-
texts, including in- country in cases of protracted civil war, in postconflict socie-
ties, as well as in postmigratory contexts of refugee resettlement.

One of the most significant examples of drama/theater with war- affected 
youth in protracted conflict contexts includes the Theatre Action Group’s (TAG’s) 
psychosocial interventions using theater in refugee camps, schools, and villages in 
Jafna, Sri Lanka. Sithampparanathan’s (2003) review of  these psychosocial inter-
ventions reveals how drama and theater can function as a healing pro cess paral-
leled by traditional counseling methods,  because TAG created a therapeutic space 
encompassed by “warmth, re spect and interest” (p.  44). This was further evi-
denced by notable changes in  children’s be hav ior, such as becoming more asser-
tive and sociable and less aggressive. Furthermore, the use of drama and theater 
methodologies in contexts of war can also affect audience members, whereupon 
spectators become involved in discussion on the themes performed. Over time, 
this can usher in social change within the broader community.

For example, in Israel/Palestine, where conflict is ongoing, engaging in dia-
logue proved challenging, but theater proved to be effective in facilitating rapport. 
Using Image Theatre (Boal, 1979), where stories are shared through frozen “photo-
graphs” using bodies in relationship, participants  were asked to “develop an image 
of their self- defined community’s strengths and weaknesses” (p. 236). Sonia Arsham 
Kuftinec (2009) notes that theater pro cesses such as Image Theatre address the 
transformation of situations of vio lence by transforming participant relationships 
in the pre sent and  future. As she notes, “A transformed Image Theatre offers a way 
to manifest perspectival difference, a step  towards the possibility of a shared vision 
of a just  future” (Kuftinec, 2009, p. 241).

Another example in the same context of ongoing conflict in Palestine includes 
the use of theater to develop strategies of re sis tance, where  children practiced the-
ater as a means of communication and negotiation. Abeer Musleh (2011) docu-
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ments the work of Abdelfattah Abusour, the director of Alrowwad Youth Theatre 
in the Aida refugee camp in Bethlehem as he collaborates with  children as actors 
and playwrights.  Here, war- affected youth are placed at the center of the theater 
pro cess, actively engaging youth in the decision- making pro cess. Through theater, 
students developed “self- esteem, maturity, ac cep tance of  others, dialogue skills, 
and the ability to work as part of a team” (Musleh, 2011, p. 106). Drama served as a 
nonloaded platform, where youth could discuss sensitive issues that they would 
other wise be reticent to discuss, expressing “personal language derived from feel-
ings, thoughts and perceptions that are too often hidden in public discourse” 
(Musleh, 2011, p. 107).

In postconflict socie ties, memories can continue to be raw and relationships 
strained and often complicated, exacerbated by enduring impacts of war. Lit er a-
ture reveals that drama and theater can be effective vehicles for postconflict recon-
struction and peacebuilding. Hanebrink and Smith (2013) explore how visual 
methodologies  were used as tools for building peace and empowering war- affected 
youth in northern Uganda, where the Acholi’s use of artistic expression through 
dance, art,  music, drama storytelling, and writing enabled the emergence of social 
and cultural identities that had been challenged during the war. Kuftinec (2009) 
reports on a series of proj ects by Seeds of Peace, an American- based organ ization 
that brings together adolescents in South Asia, the Balkans, and the  Middle East 
for dialogue through summer camp activities and trainings. For example, in 
Ohrid, Macedonia, the use of Image Theatre for youth from the former Yugo slavia 
“exposed the ways in which individuals attach to social groups and helped, at least 
temporarily, to realign  those relationships” (Kuftinec, 2009, p. 235). As one partici-
pant shared, “I learned something more deep about this conflict between us 
through the images . . .  that it  wasn’t so black and white” (Kuftinec, 2009, p. 235). 
Another example includes the use of a theater/drama education program and a 
theater group for youth in Bosnia as a tool for peacebuilding, with its primary goal 
of helping youth cope with trauma and heal.

Fi nally, drama and theater can also be effective mediums for the reintegration 
of war- affected youth in resettlement contexts. For example, Spackman and Zaytzeff 
(2012) write about a  children’s rehabilitation program where former child soldiers 
who had been abducted from Rwanda to the eastern Demo cratic Republic of the 
Congo used theater upon their escapes and return to Rwanda as a way to talk 
about their experiences in a safe, playful, and imaginative way. Through games, 
activities, storytelling, and the use of puppets, the youth developed a story that 
conveyed their tumultuous journeys from  children to soldiers to former child sol-
diers. Ultimately, this approach helped  these  children to make sense of their expe-
riences, as well as express the difficulties they faced reintegrating into a country 
considered their home but where they had never lived nor known anyone. Theater 
and drama can also be used in adaptation programs for war- affected mi grants and 
refugees. This is particularly salient in the context of rising migration figures, 
whereby “the majority of recently arrived  children and adolescents,  whether refu-
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gees or immigrants, now come from countries in which  there is an internationally 
recognized form of or ga nized vio lence, due  either to a repressive regime respon-
sible for major social tensions or to internal armed conflict” (Rousseau et al., 2005, 
p. 13). Rousseau et al. describe a drama workshop program in Quebec, Canada, 
that was designed to enable newly arrived youth in high school to help adapt to 
their new environments, as part of a follow-up to a series of creative expression 
workshops with the same students while they  were in elementary school. The pro-
gram’s goal was “to make it easier for adolescents to adjust to their new environ-
ment through creative group work involving identity issues related to being 
mi grants and members of cultural minorities. The program also sought to improve 
intergroup relations in multiethnic schools” (Rousseau et al., 2005, p. 13). Sharing 
and comparing stories allowed students to realize they  were facing similar experi-
ences as a group, consequentially reducing their feelings of isolation.

In postmigration contexts, theater and drama are also useful in fostering inter-
group relationships in multicultural host socie ties. For example, Laura Day’s 
(2002) study in  England investigated the experiences and interactions of Forum 
Theatre workshop participants in which the program addressed issues refugee 
 children faced at school. Findings revealed that the workshop was highly relevant 
to both refugee students and students from the host society, reflecting moral 
dilemmas that they faced in their everyday lives in their interactions at school. 
Students felt that the workshop enabled them to put themselves “in other  people’s 
shoes,” both the fictional characters in the workshop as well as  actual  people they 
knew at school. However,  there is a greater need for more follow-up action for the 
initiative to extend beyond a drama proj ect to include more responsibility for 
action in transforming relationships with refugee youth in the school.

Sloane and Wallin (2013) describe a similar proj ect that used participatory the-
ater to enable former youth and adult war- affected refugees in Canada to identify 
issues they  were facing within the community and then perform them to wider 
audiences. The proj ect was participant- driven, with refugee youth defining which 
social justice issue would inform the workshops and the play, defining, scripting, 
and sharing their strug gles in the wider community. This illustrates a movement 
from simply identifying individual prob lems to bringing together war- affected 
adults and youth with  those in the host community. As arts- engaging inquiry, it 
illustrates how a theater/drama approach provides participants with the opportu-
nity to “develop a collective consciousness to critique power relations, and 
support agency. Given the opportunity to have their voices heard and respected, 
participants  were able to demonstrate their resilience and to open new pathways 
for creating more peaceful, joyful communities” (Sloane & Wallin, 2013, p. 471).

 Music: Rap and Hip- Hop
Former child soldier turned international pop singer Emmanuel Jal began pro-
cessing his war time experiences through  music. Using  music as a po liti cal mes-
sage, as well as a form of healing, Jal has aptly articulated, “In times of war, 
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starvation, vio lence and injustice, such tragedy can only be put aside if you allow 
yourself to be uplifted through  music. . . .  It can be used to communicate messages 
to the masses and create awareness, to influence the  people positively” (as cited in 
Nuxoll, 2008, p. 7). Jal is not alone in his engagement with  music as a tool for heal-
ing and expression. Youth affected by war and vio lence have used multiple musical 
art forms, such as hip- hop and rap, to initiate dialogue, express lived experiences, 
tell collective stories, and enact youth agency (Marsh, 2012). Similarly, Vandy 
Kanyako (2015) maintains that the arts play an impor tant role in healing and 
rebuilding social relations for communities affected by war and that, among other 
art forms,  music is an indispensable tool for fostering reconciliation, both during 
and following armed conflict. For youth, musical art forms such as rap and hip- 
hop have become a power ful means of communication, a catalyst to raise aware-
ness of sociopo liti cal grievances, a platform to articulate protest and incite social 
action (Marsh, 2012). Rap and hip- hop hold resonance with war-  and violence- 
affected youth globally, allowing youth to actively engage with and express issues 
of concern to them, including systemic issues of poverty and marginalization 
(Marsh, 2012). As a medium that is more easily distributed, accessed, and con-
sumed than traditional academic publications,  music can have a highly accessible 
widespread, immediate, and power ful impact (MacDonald, 2013). Also, musical 
methods that put production in the hands of youth can proj ect a credibility and 
authenticity that more polished works of art cannot achieve (McNiff, 2008).

Though  music can take on a number of diff er ent iterations, styles, and genres, 
the value of rap and hip- hop in meaning- making and social justice advocacy is not 
unique to the Western context, but rather can be observed in a number of diff er-
ent cultural contexts. Daniel Künzler (2007) notes that signs of the hip- hop cul-
ture can be found throughout Africa. He asserts that “it is not just an option of the 
American model, but this global culture is locally adapted and used to respond to 
global challenges” (Künzler, 2007, p.  89). For example, McClain Opiyo (2015) 
notes that the Acholi  people of northern Uganda credit  music with playing a cen-
tral role in ending more than two de cades of armed conflict. According to McClain 
Opiyo, Acholi communities experience and perceive  music as creating peaceful 
change through the community- identified roles of  music as education, voice, 
memory, and healing. In a similar vein, Wai (2008) highlights the po liti cal impor-
tance of popu lar  music in Sierra Leone: “ Music has now become a major way of 
initiating po liti cal conversation about the country’s  future and the youth’s role in 
it. Through  music, spaces for social action  were created, and  these in turn helped 
in raising the consciousness of the population and [drew] their attention to the 
myriad of prob lems in Sierra Leone society and to the possibilities” (p. 58). Susan 
Shepler (2010) notes that popu lar  music in the context of Sierra Leone can be 
seen as a form of journalism that “us[es] a bricolage of musical forms to get 
 people singing along and to tell the news from the streets” (p. 629).  Music contin-
ued to maintain its importance in Sierra Leone in the postwar context. Shepler 
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notes that a new space was opened up for youth po liti cal expression through 
popu lar  music in the postwar period. She writes, “Popu lar  music, like other forms 
of popu lar culture, not only expresses socio- cultural real ity, but generates it. The 
youth took that space and filled it beyond anyone’s imagining” (Shepler, 2010, 
p. 633).

Cornelia Nuxoll (2008) has also observed that the hip- hop movements based 
on rap  music are omnipresent among youth across sub- Saharan Africa more 
broadly as well. She asserts that rap  music serves as a power ful means of commu-
nication, especially in conveying suppressed grievances, for alienated young 
 people. For example, Künzler (2007) notes that hip- hop “criticizes the elites in 
power in countries as diff er ent as Algeria, Israel, Palestine, Serbia, Colombia and 
elsewhere. . . .  Hip- Hop is seen as the ‘CNN of the poor’ ” (p. 93). Künzler argues 
that within the network of hip- hop artists, rap  music has frequently been used to 
raise awareness and shape a collective identity, as well as to articulate protest in 
public. Katrin Lock (2005) adds that “the common plight of generations experi-
encing unemployment and exclusion is articulated with surprising eloquence in 
hip hop lyr ics. Hip hop texts show an astonishing sensitivity and understanding of 
power structures, and differ accordingly from country to country” (p. 159).  These 
unique musical forms are therefore a potent mode of social action, while also a 
helpful tool for coping with prob lems related to modernization and social change. 
Furthermore, hip- hop is not just the call of a resigned youth, but rather is often 
linked with mobilization, hope for improvement, and the appeal to take charge of 
one’s life (Künzler, 2011). Similarly, Kaiser (2006) notes that in the context of war- 
affected refugee populations, songs and discos have become a contested domain 
where intergenerational conflict and concerns about interethnic relations within 
refugee settlement are played out.

 Music, of all art forms, can have a positive impact within conflict situations, as 
well as its aftermath, contributing directly or indirectly to peace efforts between 
adverse groups.  Music can be used to stir re sis tance against repressive regimes and 
lend support to postconflict reconciliation and remembrance. Alternatively, Pruitt 
(2011) notes that in conflict settings,  music can be a useful way to bring youth 
together to share meaning and engage in dialogue for building peace. It can also 
help war- affected youth reconsider their views of themselves and  others, thus 
challenging conflict identities. Fi nally, as noted by Pruitt, by taking part in  music 
programs, vio lence by, between, and against youth may be reduced or prevented.

We acknowledge the many strengths and contributions of arts- based methods, 
but they are in no way a panacea, and they can bring forth profound issues and 
tensions related to power and positionality. Moreover, it is impor tant to acknowl-
edge that art forms, including  music, film, photography, and  others, can be used in 
detrimental and dangerous ways during contexts of war and vio lence.  These reali-
ties point to the importance of ethical considerations in arts- based work, which 
we address next.
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challenges and ethical considerations  
in arts- based work with war- affected   
children and youth
Although each of the six art forms brings its own challenges and limitations, we 
consider that the area of ethics intersect across  these approaches. As already 
explored, the use of vari ous visual methodologies can unlock a number of poten-
tial benefits, both on an individual level and within the broader society. While 
 there are unique ethical challenges inherent in conducting research with  children, 
working with  children who have been affected by war introduces unique and 
impor tant ethical considerations and key questions that researchers must con-
tinue to ask themselves and reflect on.

How Do We Construct Ethical Relationships in  
Arts- Based Research Approaches?
In addressing how the challenges of constructing ethical relationships in arts- 
based research are approached, we strive to place the participant at the center of 
the pro cess, privileging means and methods of knowledge- making that are best 
suited to the participants in order to understand their experiences (D’Amico et al., 
2016). Recognizing that  children and young  people are capable of making sense of 
and influencing the world around them, we see that the arts- based approaches 
described in this chapter allow war- affected  children and youth to participate in 
research while helping to restore a sense of control, especially within a context of 
insecurity and instability (D’Amico et al., 2016).

In our previous work (Akesson et al., 2014; D’Amico et al., 2016), we high-
lighted four ethical issues that are vital to consider when using art- based 
approaches or methods: (1) informed consent; (2) truth, interpretation, and 
repre sen ta tion; (3) dangerous emotional terrain; and (4) aesthetics. Although 
the princi ple of informed consent is a common, and perhaps universal, practice 
whereby parental consent is obtained, it is culturally acceptable in some 
instances that consent for  children and youth to participate in research may be 
provided by  others in charge of their well- being,  whether in refugee camps or 
schools. As a cautionary practice, we emphasize that researchers need “to adopt 
methods of applying [informed consent] that re spect the cultural values, tradi-
tions and peculiar health- care systems of the country or region of interest” 
(Veronese et  al., 2017, p.  366). For example, Krogstad et  al. (2010) found that 
parental consent in some cultural instances should be verbal, given that written 
informed consent is often considered suspicious. Keeping in mind that consent 
or assent is at the forefront of any research activity, it needs to be emphasized 
that youth are  free to withdraw entirely or decline to take part in select activities 
if they wish. Questions of informed consent and choice remain vital, as do pri-
vacy and anonymity in the reporting of data and the implications of the inter-
vention. Alongside this work, we also recognize that owner ship itself is a key 
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issue, particularly since participants are producing art works themselves (Khan, 
2018) (see also Khan, chapter 12).

How Can We Promote Research That Does Not Remarginalize  
or Reste reo type Individuals or Perpetuate the Same Discourse?
Ethical issues are not something to consider  after designing research but, rather, 
are an intrinsic and ongoing part of the design and implementation pro cesses 
(D’Amico et al., 2016, p. 540), and as such, this pro cess allows for participants to 
further understand their experiences. For example, in considering issues of 
“voyeurism” and “tokenism,” participants may risk being misconstrued and 
their experiences being diminished. However, their alternative to remain  silent 
can exacerbate related  mental health issues resulting from their experience. This 
pre sents a perplexing conundrum, demanding careful balance between investiga-
tion and expression, whereby “curiosity, then, is not totally objectifying, but an act 
of moving closer, asking questions, and possibly learning” (Ignagni & Church, 
2008, p. 633).

How Do We Ensure That Data from Arts- Based Methodologies  
Contribute to the Positive Growth of War- Affected  Children and Youth?
As we think about  these issues, we consider them in relation to all involved:  those 
who create the art work,  those who might view the art form, and the participants 
as “research participants” (Sinding et al., 2008). What ethical considerations need 
to be taken into account when bringing the sensitive repre sen ta tions beyond pro-
cess and into the realm of outreach? What methods should be used to ensure that 
every one involved benefits? Participants in arts- based approaches run the risk of 
being identified and misrepresented, and then witnessing their lives and strug gles 
analyzed and objectified; as such, Richards and Schwartz (2002) suggest  going 
back to participants at the end of the study to seek additional consent to use the 
findings once the analy sis is complete or the report is written. Furthermore, shar-
ing findings through art adds additional layers of ethical complexity: “When 
research results are presented as art, and public access to the work is both enabled 
and deliberately arranged, our recontexualizations of research participants’ sto-
ries and lives become audible, vis i ble, felt by them, in visceral and potentially 
lasting ways” (Sinding et al., 2008, p. 465). This then raises the additional ques-
tion as to how we can ensure that  people who have seen the artwork become its 
ambassadors and the responsible repository of the knowledge acquired.

How Do We Truly Re spect Youth Voice and Child and Youth Agency?
We raise this question in the context of viewing the child and youth participants as 
a vulnerable population. Martino and Schormans (2018) point out the danger in 
undermining participation of individuals labeled as vulnerable  because it “can 
sometimes lead to forms of protectionism that take pre ce dence over participants’ 
agency, including their right to make their own decisions, share their own 



216 L inds  et  al .

perspectives, and take informed risks” (p. 14). Supporting war- affected  children 
and youth in addressing the related  mental health issues resulting from their expe-
riences and advocating and applying this knowledge “would bring progression to 
the implementation of the  children’s [and youth’s] right to participation (Conven-
tion on the Rights of the Child, art. 12)” (van Os et al., 2018, p.  16). Using arts- 
based methodologies allows war- affected youth to be “recognised as impor tant 
actors in the realization of their rights” (Arnold, 2018, p. 58). The proposed shift in 
power, from traditional research to the participant as co- learner, is noticeably its 
greatest and most desirable strength empowering youth to engage in social and 
policy change.

conclusion: emerging issues, areas  
of promise, and next steps
Arts- based approaches, as evident in the numerous examples provided, hold a 
 great deal of promise as a qualitative methodology with war- affected youth, but 
also as a tool for coping, healing, integration, intercultural dialogue, peacebuild-
ing, social change, re sis tance, empowerment, and self- advocacy for the youth 
themselves. Arts- based approaches can yield particularly transformative benefits, 
beyond personal benefits for participants, to include the wider society. In order to 
maximize reach, sustainability, and impact, it is critical that arts- based research 
with war- affected  children and youth is situated within the wider systems that 
encompass their everyday realities, such as the  family or community. Exploration 
of the application of vari ous art forms with war- affected youth and their families 
as provided  here reveals how arts engagement can be used within  family and 
community- based contexts, both as critical target audiences and as key partners 
or stakeholders.

As evidenced in the foregoing examination of the six art forms,  there are dis-
tinct advantages to using arts- based approaches with war- affected  children and 
youth, but they also provide a unique set of ethical challenges. When applied in 
a culturally and contextually relevant manner, arts- based research can be used as a 
modality of inquiry to gain more knowledge to inform ser vice provision, educa-
tion, and training, and also a springboard for social transformation, reintegration, 
and therapeutic healing, as seen through the examples provided across vari ous 
stages of conflict (including protracted conflict, postconflict, displacement/
migration, and reintegration). The therapeutic benefits of the arts (beyond art 
therapy) have been well documented to provide a particularly healing and cathar-
tic effect for  children and youth who have experienced vio lence or trauma, as well 
as to offer a nonverbal alternative form of expression to convey deeply sensitive 
and difficult experiences. Specifically, we have seen how arts- based research can 
be used to elicit recommendations from intended beneficiaries in order to ensure 
that ser vices and programming are tailor- made to the unique needs of war- affected 
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youth and families. This approach further supports a rights- based approach, such 
that arts- based approaches can provide a platform for child and youth voices to be 
heard on  matters that affect them in an effort to inform decision- making pro cesses 
that affect their daily lives.

Furthermore, as exemplified in this chapter, arts- based research can be particu-
larly beneficial in facilitating the reintegration pro cess for war- affected refugee 
 children youth in its use with both refugee youth and host communities. Art can 
also serve as an agent of change, acting as a catalyst for transformation within the 
broader society. However, using arts- based research with war- affected populations 
is not without challenge. As Bilger and Van Liempt (2009) argue, “Ethical ques-
tions are not static” (p. 13), but rather demand constant critical self- reflection and 
adaptation as they continuously shift. The current global context of the millions of 
war- affected  children and youth, as well as the many researchers, prac ti tion ers, and 
policy makers entering the field to work with war- affected  children and youth, 
highlights the need for  those engaged in this field to continuously reflect on and 
revisit their obligations and practices in order to “resonate with the changing times 
and the changing needs of participants” (Bilger & Van Liempt, 2009, p. 13). Bilger and 
Van Liempt emphasize that this requires researchers to know about the real ity of 
war- affected  children before embarking on arts- based approaches with them and to 
treat the knowledge in a way that rejects universality.

To be able to accomplish this, researchers, prac ti tion ers, and policy makers 
must engage in dialogue with war- affected youth and spend time and energy 
building trust and showing interest, empathy, and care while being genuinely will-
ing to learn from them. Furthermore, research with war- affected youth requires 
innovative methodologies, such as arts- based approaches that privilege the par-
ticipant at the center of the pro cess in all phases of the research proj ect. Fi nally, we 
recognize the promise of intersectionality as an impor tant framework for both the 
critique and expansion of the field of arts- based approaches with war- affected 
 children and youth. How, for example, do we ensure that issues of gender, sexual-
ity, disability, and spatial location become central to how we conceptualize this 
work from the beginning and in relation to how we report findings? Building on 
the emerging body on ethical challenges in arts- based research with girls and 
young  women with disabilities (see Mitchell et al., 2016; Nguyen et al., 2020), and in 
arts- based research with girls in rural contexts (see Moletsane et  al., 2021), we 
advocate for a greater focus on intersecting  factors in the lives of war- affected 
 children and youth and the ways in which  these intersecting  factors impact their 
daily lives and experiences.

As we rush to the field to hear the voices of refugee  children and youth,  these 
issues require constant reevaluation, reflection, and reexamination. This chapter’s 
exploration of the current state of the art on arts- based methods sheds light on 
the need to strip down what is already known and rebuild within vari ous cultural 
contexts.
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11 • CREATIVE ARTS THERAPIES 
IN SCHOOL- BASED 
INTERVENTIONS WITH 
 CHILDREN AND YOUTH 
AFFECTED BY WAR
M I R A N D A  D ’A M I C O

In line with arts- based research innovations in work with  children and 
youth affected by war and the socio- ecological perspective espoused in this book 
on well- being and resilience, this chapter covers creative arts therapies (art,  music, 
drama) as interventions with  children and youth in the aftermath of war and dis-
placement and particularly in school settings (see also Demian & Mitchell, chap-
ter 3). Creative arts therapies are integrative  mental health ser vices that are effective 
interventions for a range of significant  mental health issues, such as externalizing 
be hav iors (D’Amico et al., 2015), trauma and post- traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) 
(Sajnani et al., 2019), learning difficulties (Cortina & Fazel, 2015), depression (Nan & 
Ho, 2017), and attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (Sela et al., 2019).  These 
interventions increase positive emotions, life satisfaction, and optimism in  children 
and youth and serve a protective function. Creative arts therapy modalities, such as 
art,  music, and drama, allow individuals affected by war and its resulting trauma to 
find ways of expressing themselves other than using words; often,  these individuals 
have suffered or witnessed traumatic events, which due to their very nature are dif-
ficult to pro cess and talk about (Akesson et al., 2014; D’Amico et al., 2016; Denov 
et al., 2012; Mitchell et al., 2017; Mitchell et al., 2019).

Thus far, the work of our research group at Global Child McGill has focused on 
arts- based methods, not only as a potential data point to better understand the 
experiences of youth affected by global adversity and to give voice and agency to 
their experiences but as interventions that in due course may improve the psycho-
social well- being and quality of life of  children, youth, and families affected by 
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global adversity (see e.g., Akesson et al., 2014; D’Amico et al., 2016; Denov et al., 
2012; Mitchell et al., 2017; Mitchell et al., 2019). This chapter describes the arts as 
part of the pro cess of therapy and as they are used to supplement verbal assess-
ment and promote insight.  Here, “art- in- therapy” is seen as a diagnostic tool help-
ing  those engaging in it to make sense and move forward— whereas, we have 
previously reviewed the use of the arts as a therapeutic intervention (D’Amico & 
Lalonde, 2017; D’Amico et al., 2015; Snow & D’Amico, 2009). All these are with the 
knowledge that  these modalities work to sort out often- traumatic experiences, 
which access to verbal therapy alone cannot resolve. As Van der Kolk’s (2014) 
work on trauma so strongly emphasizes, successful therapy requires that one 
“break the silence.” “Silence about trauma leads to death— the death of the 
soul. . . .  We may think we can control our grief, our terror, or our shame by 
remaining  silent, but naming offers the possibility of a diff er ent kind of control” 
(p. 234).

Current research indicates that in the case of trauma,  whether sudden or pro-
longed, the creative arts therapies can offer comfort and relief (Carey, 2006; Perry, 
2008; Van der Kolk, 2014). As Rubin (2006) observes, “Making creative activities 
available to  people who have suffered trauma is a ‘secondary prevention’— helping 
 those who are at increased risk for psychological prob lems. Like medi cation at the 
first signs of an infection, offering the arts to  people who are in the throes of 
responding to overwhelming events may well prevent more serious and prolonged 
emotional damage” (p. 9).

In current usage, trauma (Greek for wound) is an emotional response to a ter-
rible event. Immediately  after the event, shock and denial are typical. Longer- term 
reactions include unpredictable emotions, flashbacks, strained relationships, and 
somatic symptoms, such as headaches or nausea. While  these feelings are normal, 
some  people have difficulty moving on with their lives (American Psychological 
Association, 2019). Traumatic experiences,  whether physical, emotional, or both, 
are a shock to the system and elicit power ful reactions for which words are inade-
quate, yet the arts can help to both “express” and “contain” in other ways, over-
shadowing feelings and emotions (Rubin, 2006). It is well known that  children 
and youth who have experienced vio lence and war face challenges to their devel-
opment and well- being, including myriad long- term adverse psychological issues. 
Using creative arts therapies offers a diff er ent way of addressing the psychological 
impact on health and well- being. This chapter extends this arts- based and trauma- 
informed paradigm to the use of art, drama, and  music as therapeutic and clinical 
tools in helping  children and youth who have experienced and witnessed serious 
life disruptions, such as war, loss, displacement, and resettlement (D’Amico et al., 
2016). Although more large- scale research is needed to further support the effi-
cacy of the creative arts therapies among  children and youth affected by war,  there 
is ample evidence that  these interventions, especially group-  and school- based 
interventions, improve  mental health outcomes for participants (Newnham et al., 
2018). In par tic u lar, recent research indicates that schools can play an impor tant 



 Creative Arts Therapies in School-Based Interventions 225

role in delivering  mental health interventions. “Schools pre sent a safe and con ve-
nient location for young  people to engage with health ser vices and establish trust-
ing relationships with  mental health professionals” (Newnham et al., 2018, p. 55).

This chapter begins by providing a brief summary of the  mental health issues 
faced by war- affected individuals, followed by a brief overview of creative arts 
therapy modalities, emphasizing their effectiveness in working with  children and 
youth affected by war. Although most of the work described  here is with  children 
and adolescents, we recognize that  there is no age limit for therapeutic healing 
facilitated through the creative arts therapies; parents and families affected by war, 
especially within a socioecological framework, can also benefit (Rubin, 2006). 
This chapter focuses on the creative arts therapies as applied to refugee  children 
and adolescents exposed to war, vio lence, and displacement and aims to critically 
review the research that is available, given that most of the work reported is con-
ducted with small sample sizes, and that  there are still relatively few outcome 
studies.

 mental health of war- affected individuals
An impor tant area of clinical work has been the  mental health of forcibly displaced 
populations and a focus on research to understand how the interaction between 
physical,  mental, communal, and ethnic pro cesses determine how individuals 
vary on a continuum from effectual assimilation and adjustment to maladaptive 
and chronic  mental illness (Fazel & Betancourt, 2017). As evidenced from the 
work discussed in the vari ous chapters in this book, the psychological impact on a 
child and their caregivers is significant. The evidence points to two impor tant 
 factors that are of key significance in understanding the risk and protective  factors 
shaping the  mental health of refugee  children, as well as being potential gateways 
for interventions: “Exposure to past and ongoing traumatic events and the com-
plexities of navigating the post- migration environment such as dealing with 
school, discrimination, and reconfigured  family life” (Fazel & Betancourt, 2017, 
p. 2). The current research on the  mental health of war- affected  children and youth 
looks at schools not only as institutions that address language and cultural assimi-
lation but also in terms of their role in providing  mental health resources to sup-
port refugee and asylum- seeking students’  mental health issues (see e.g., Newnham 
et al., 2018).

Creative Arts Therapies
“Creative arts therapies” is an overarching term used to describe a number of ther-
apeutic art modalities and interventions, such as art,  music, drama, dance and 
movement, play, and sandplay within the context of psychotherapy, counseling, 
rehabilitation, or medicine (Malchiodi, 2006, Malchiodi & Crenshaw, 2014; Snow & 
D’Amico, 2009; Snow et  al., 2003). Additionally,  these therapies are sometimes 
referred to as being integrative when vari ous arts are purposively used in 
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 combination. Such treatments offer comprehensive professional therapeutic inter-
ventions that assist individuals and groups of  people in exploring forms in which 
visual imagery, dramatic arts, or  music can both nurture significant insights related 
to the psychological issues participants may face and help participants develop 
new ways of understanding self and  others (Centre for the Arts in  Human Devel-
opment [CAHD], 2019; van Westrhenen et al., 2019).  There is neurological evi-
dence, based on the visual and emotional nature of traumatic memories stored in 
the brain, that by using creative arts therapies, specifically for traumatic events, 
one can in a therapeutic milieu work on the resulting issues without relying on the 
narrative retelling of the story (Perry, 2008; Van der Kolk, 2014). Additionally, 
given the increasing multicultural diversity of groups with whom  mental health 
prac ti tion ers’ worldwide work, creative arts therapies have also become more 
impor tant as they provide a means to deal with language barriers. Also, encourag-
ing the use of the arts meshes well with incorporating practices that historically 
and culturally have been central to healing— such as arts, drama, and  music. In 
using creative arts therapies, the therapist’s focus is not on the aesthetic merits of 
the art, drama, or  music, but on the needs of the individual to try to articulate 
through the therapeutic pro cess their emotional state (Malchiodi, 2006; Malchiodi & 
Crenshaw, 2014).

Few studies aim to assess the impact of creative arts therapies across multiple 
domains of the refugee experience. Sajnani (2019) states that creative arts therapy 
“makes the ambiguous and intrusive ghost of trauma tangible. Once tangible in 
the form of a song or monologue, it is available to be worked with and shared, 
thereby facilitating understanding and social support, which can in turn, reduce 
stigma, isolation, and loneliness” (p. 5). Rubin (2006), in reviewing work by Solo-
mon and Siegel (2003), states that “the arts are power ful tools in the pro cessing, 
metabolizing, and assimilating of the toxic effects of trauma that linger, fester, and 
affect the developing brain (p. 9). Current neurological research indicates that no 
 matter how long ago the trauma occurred, it has long- lasting and indelible effects 
on the mind, brain, and body, which affect the individual’s ability to survive in the 
pre sent and to adapt to  future adversity (Van der Kolk, 2014)

The previous chapters have described how the  mental health of  children and 
adolescents affected by war and displacement is a multifaceted phenomenon that 
needs to be understood and addressed across multiple domains that influence all 
potential determinants of psychosocial well- being and health (see Rabiau, Denov & 
Paul, chapter 2 in this volume)— including housing, education, economic opportu-
nities, and the larger policy and po liti cal context, including immigration (Newn-
ham et  al., 2018). The multidimensional and collective character of challenges 
facing refugee  children and families calls for comprehensive psychosocial inter-
ventions through which healing the psychological wounds of war is complemented 
by restoring and supporting the social and physical environment to one in which 
 children and their families can thrive (Fazel & Betancourt, 2017). The current 
state of interventions to address  mental health prob lems in  children and youth 
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affected by war is  limited and even more so for prevention programs (Fazel & 
Betancourt, 2017). When faced with the formidable task of providing support to 
the individuals affected by war,  mental health prac ti tion ers need to find construc-
tive and culturally appropriate moderators of treatment for managing their clients’ 
 mental health needs and related ser vices (Newnham et al., 2018).

Creative Arts Therapies as Intervention in School
As already described,  children and youth affected by war face significant psycho-
social issues. Schools in most instances are best situated to provide  mental health 
ser vices  because they may be the first providers of psychoeducational ser vices 
( Sullivan & Simonson, 2016). The relationship between  mental health and aca-
demic per for mance is well documented, and schools are in the unique position of 
ensuring that  these  children receive the much- needed support if they are to inte-
grate, adapt, and benefit from the learning environment.

The greatest evidence base lies in intervention studies that have focused mainly 
on schools treating  mental health prob lems that result from PTSD (Tyrer & Fazel, 
2014).  These interventions,  whether they have targeted the  whole classroom or 
have been conducted within a prioritized system of identifying needs, have the 
potential as preventive interventions, but small sample sizes currently limit our 
ability to generalize across experiences (Ellis et al., 2013). The current lit er a ture on 
the effectiveness of creative arts therapies is emerging slowly when it comes to 
interventions for war- affected  children and youth. Primarily, the research on the 
efficacy of the creative arts therapies has been conducted on individuals suffering 
from PTSD due to being combatants in war, due to abuse and extreme depriva-
tion, and other comorbidities ( Johnson et al., 2009). However, a review by Beau-
regard (2014) on classroom- based creative therapy programs with refugee and 
nonrefugee  children in nine countries (Nepal, Palestine, Turkey, Indonesia, Israel, 
Uganda, Sri Lanka, United States, and Canada) found that participating in cre-
ative arts therapies improved coping skills, increased pro- social be hav iors, showed 
decreases in behavioral and aggressive prob lems and increased self- esteem and 
resiliency. Beauregard found that although  there is a paucity of outcome studies, 
integrating this type of intervention in the regular school curricula as a preventive 
mea sure can offer a nonthreatening, playful approach to treatment that other 
forms of therapy cannot achieve, especially with very young  children who do not 
have the verbal skills to express their internal states.

Quinlan et al. (2016) have emphasized that school- based  mental health initia-
tives that use creative arts therapies minimize the language barriers or cultural 
misunderstandings about seeking help for  mental health issues  because within the 
school context interpreters may be readily available and an accepted part of 
the school culture. In a study conducted in a high school in Brisbane, Australia, an 
intensive En glish language school and settlement ser vice for newly arrived immi-
grant and refugee students, mostly from the  Middle East, Africa, and East Asia, 
they implemented the HEAL (Home of Expressive Arts and Learning) program. 
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This program is a school- based  mental health initiative that uses creative arts ther-
apies to help refugee  children address social, behavioral, and emotional issues 
(Quinlan et al., 2016). The program includes the use of arts psychotherapy and 
 music therapy, delivered by appropriately qualified therapists, as part of the school 
ser vices to identified refugee students. Forty- two students participated in a ther-
apy trial, comprising a creative arts group and a control group.  Mental health and 
behavioral difficulties  were assessed pre-  and postintervention, and findings indi-
cated a reduction in behavioral difficulties and a significant reduction in emotional 
symptoms for the treatment group (Quinlan et al., 2016).

In discussing how the Syrian crisis has had a negative impact on  children’s well- 
being, Gurle (2018) found that refugee  children in southeast Turkey might have 
difficulties expressing themselves, with postcrisis  children facing greater adversity, 
such as the loss of a caregiver, domestic vio lence, or child neglect due to caregiver 
stress. In giving  children strategies to express themselves, such as using creative 
arts therapies,  children and youth develop and gain communication skills that 
allow them to express themselves and, in turn, receive treatment.  Children’s 
responses to adversity depend on their age, development, and personality as well 
as gender, secure attachments, with caregivers and the home situation; their resil-
ience to the crisis experienced  will be mediated by  these  factors (Gurle, 2018).

As stated  earlier,  children and youth affected by war manage to navigate a 
substantial number of changes and challenges, and although many exhibit consid-
erable resilience and strength, a proportion— because of previous adverse expe-
rience, or current  family, school, and living circumstances as well as biological 
predisposition— can develop major  mental health difficulties with associated 
implications for academic and social functioning, which can be addressed by cre-
ative arts therapy modalities (Fazel & Betancourt, 2017; Newnham et al., 2018). 
We know for example, that  mental health prob lems and adjustment might impede 
a child’s ability to get accustomed to the learning culture of the classroom or to 
acquire a new language, with repercussions across several key areas of their reset-
tlement, such as establishing and accessing social support networks (Beauregard, 
2014; Fazel & Betancourt, 2017; Rousseau, Drapeau, et al., 2005).

art, drama, and  music intervention in schools
Art Therapy
Art- based approaches to healing foster nonverbal modes of communication to 
express emotional difficulties and diverse life- world experiences in ways that spo-
ken language cannot (American Art Therapy Association, 2019; CAHD, 2019). 
The art therapist uses the development of basic art skills to enhance the partici-
pant’s expressive abilities and expand their use of symbols in artwork, so that their 
feelings, fantasies, and wishes can be shared through the artwork, verbally, or 
both. Both nondirective and directive art- making experiences may be used to help 
participants reach their stated goals. Even in directed art- making experiences, the 
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therapist ensures that choices are made available to provide experiences of auton-
omy. Therapists use vari ous art- based techniques, such as drawing, mask making, 
mind mapping, and papermaking, and the art created is then used during the ver-
bal pro cessing phase to explore feelings, manage be hav iors, and foster the expres-
sion of inner feelings and thoughts (D’Amico & Lalonde, 2016; Snow & D’Amico, 
2009). Art therapy is offered in both individual and small group formats.

Art therapists are trained to use diff er ent materials and modalities and can pro-
vide growth- enhancing pro cesses for  children and youth affected by war, for 
example, through “empathic listening, attunement, mirroring, understanding and 
helping i.e., the kind of environment which was most likely missing in their early 
years due to displacement and/or war” (Irwin, 2006, p. 97). The vari ous forms of 
nonverbal communication available through the arts promote communication, 
and where words often seem to be the means of expression, time and again “ther-
apy is enacted rife with embodied meanings, dependent on nonverbal and pre-
symbolic (sensory- motor) forms of communication” (Irwin, 2006, p. 97).  These 
 simple ways of relating represent a less threatening way of “talking” with the “trau-
matized” child. Schore (2003) states that in view of the fact that emotive material 
from the painful past is stored in the right brain as implicit knowledge rather than 
in the cognitive (left) brain as explicit knowledge, it is often difficult to access 
 these images and feelings in talk therapy. In  children,  these early traumatic, non-
conscious events and emotions can, however, be accessed in psychologically safe 
ways through expressive arts pro cesses that emphasize action and affect, methods 
that are at the core of all arts experiences (Irwin, 2006). Irwin (2006) states that in 
“beginning where the child is, emotionally and developmentally, therapists build 
slowly  toward the construction of a shared symbolic world, promoting communi-
cation, integration, and healing” (p.  98). Through art making, the child partici-
pates in their own treatment. Therapeutic art making enables the participants to 
express their emotions and thoughts in a personal way and through other means. 
In using art materials and creative pro cesses, participants are afforded the oppor-
tunity to reconcile emotional conflicts, increase self- awareness, develop social 
skills, foster coping mechanisms, increase self- esteem, reduce anxiety, and think 
creatively, thereby improving their problem- solving skills (Malchiodi, 2006).

Urgurlu et al. (2016), assessed the effects of an art therapy intervention on post- 
traumatic stress, depression, and anxiety symptoms in Syrian refugee  children liv-
ing in Turkey (N = 64; mean age = 9.2  years; no control group). A number of 
psychological assessments  were conducted prior to the intervention to examine 
the severity of psychological symptoms that  these  children may have been exhib-
iting.  These  children and their families had all been in Syria for between six 
months and two years. Findings of the study indicated that  after participating in 
the art therapy intervention, trauma, depression, and trait anxiety symptoms of 
 children  were significantly reduced at the post- assessment phase. The foregoing 
study reports promising results for art therapy interventions in reducing psycho-
logical prob lems among Syrian refugee  children. Given the increasing numbers of 
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Syrian refugee  children living in Turkey, effective intervention programs are cru-
cial to the health and well- being of  these  children, youth, and their families 
(Urgurlu et al., 2016).

A study by Kalaf and Plante (2019) explored the lived experience of nine young 
Syrian refugee  children aged 12 to 16, who participated in an expressive arts work-
shop, Art4Lives, about resilience in Aley, Lebanon. Unstructured interviews, field 
notes, and participants’ artistic outputs  were collected and analyzed while they 
 were engaged in creating a short stop- motion animated movie about resilience 
revealing vari ous  factors related to positive outcomes for at- risk youth (Kalaf & 
Plante, 2019). The participants used multiple forms of creative art activities in 
their therapies, such as drawing, painting, collage, story writing, acting, and pho-
tography. The results of this study suggest that expressive therapies are a practical 
way to assess resilience while nurturing it and that the personal and environmen-
tal  factors that mediated resilience through Art4lives, such as developing support-
ive relationships, community engagement, empowerment, meaning making, and 
experiencing positive affect are the same as  those documented in the lit er a ture 
(see e.g., Ellis et  al., 2013). The participating  children also identified what was 
impor tant to them by stating that the intervention provided “a sense of safety that 
the  children needed; an opportunity to work in teams and foster positive relation-
ships, which they identified as an essential source of resilience; and an opportu-
nity to make meaning of their experiences or restore hope in their prospects. In 
other words, it provided opportunities for participants to foster their resilience 
in a way that is congruent with their personal and cultural definition of resilience” 
(Kalaf & Plante, 2018, p. 26).

We recognize that as  children are affected, so too are their parents, thus impair-
ing parenting and affecting broader socioeconomic and cultural interventions. 
However, very few studies have been done using the creative arts therapies with 
parents. In an example of  family art therapy, which can involve even several genera-
tions within a  family, Saul (2014) describes a program, the Klorer  Family program, 
which accepts, the “youn gest to the oldest,” giving members an occasion to voice 
their individual reactions to the traumatic incidents. “ Because silence so often 
becomes a  family’s way of avoiding the pain of dealing with the trauma, one of the 
goals of therapy is to give  family members ways to express their feelings” (p. 17).

In countries that have endured protracted wars, entire communities can expe-
rience long- term trauma spanning generations;  there may not be one event, but a 
series of events that cause a collective traumatic reaction that becomes part of the 
culture (Saul, 2014). “ There may be a universal collusion of silence and a reluc-
tance to express feelings when to acknowledge such feelings awakens the ongoing 
terror” (Saul, 2014, p. 126). By using art therapy techniques language ceases to be a 
stumbling block since one can express their memories through their artwork, 
experiencing the pro cess in a supportive way.

According to Fitzpatrick (2002), whose work has focused on Bosnian refugees 
in Australia, art therapy allows  children to feel a sense of competence and struc-
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ture and helps them reassert their identities and offset their losses. Recovery, how-
ever, can only happen by rebuilding trusting and caring relationships. Art therapy 
uses meta phors of the per for mance of recovery itself, and the emphasis in the 
therapeutic work is on the collective capacity of families and communities to 
recover from massive psychosocial trauma and loss while trying to establish new 
lives in exile, through nonthreatening and noninvasive arts- based techniques 
(Saul, 2014). From an ecological perspective, collective trauma threatens to under-
mine  people’s basic sense of communality. Yet as Saul (2014) observes, “ People and 
their communities often harbor remarkable capacities to rejuvenate, to revive, 
and even to thrive in the aftermath of tragedy” (p. 182).

Drama Therapy
The term “drama therapy” refers to “the intentional and systemic use of drama/
theater pro cesses to achieve psychological growth and change” (Emunah, 1994, 
p. 3). Drama therapy sessions, which are offered in both individual and group for-
mats, strive to help participants improve in all spheres of functioning, especially 
the expressive and communicative; to provide tools to work through personal 
issues; and to afford opportunities for behavioral practice through acting out real- 
life situations within the safe context of drama. Participants can engage in a full 
range of the therapeutic pro cesses of drama therapy, including dramatic play, 
improvisational role- playing, guided imagery, storytelling, projective techniques 
with puppets and masks, and psychodramatic methods (CAHD, 2019). The essen-
tial aim of drama therapy is to enhance the capacity of each participant for greater 
social integration. Drama therapy is an active approach that helps the participant 
tell their story to solve a prob lem, achieve catharsis, extend the depth and breadth 
of their inner experience, understand the meaning of images, and strengthen their 
ability to observe personal roles while increasing flexibility between roles (North 
American Drama Therapy Association, 2019).

Sajnani (2013) explains how  there are vari ous embodied methodologies that 
are useful to drama therapists, and the method that most aligns with an intersec-
tional framework is “per for mance ethnography.” Advocates of intersectionality 
are very cognizant in therapy to take into account the significance of the social 
group membership that the participant is part of. In this instance, being a war- 
affected child or youth is but one collective experience; gender, religion, ethnicity, 
and other  factors in one’s lived experience intersect to create a very diff er ent psy-
chological experience and response to the experience of war and displacement 
and the resulting trauma. It is a form of qualitative analy sis concerned with “par-
ticipation and social justice” and involves the interpretation of “stories, practices, 
and desires” into per for mance to facilitate “a dynamic cross- cultural pro cess of 
reflection- in- action that encourages a sociocultural shift in attitudes, values and 
actions” (Oberg, 2008, p. 2, as cited in Sajnani, 2013).

In per for mance ethnography, a communal and conversational space emerges 
wherein all involved—be it researchers, participants, or audiences— know how to 
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describe their feelings without apprehension and reflect on an experience without 
the reprisal of reexperiencing trauma and victimization (Landy, 2009; Sajnani, 
2013; Snow et al., 2003). The multiple ways we use per for mance ethnography to 
address and represent the forms of suffering and interconnecting oppressions that 
surface in drama therapy are significant. Sajnani (2013) states, “the per for mance of 
lived experience can, with a mea sure of humor and irony, permit one to inhabit 
contradictions, call deeply held ideas about our roles into question, while remain-
ing in relationship to the ensemble and to one’s audience. As creative arts thera-
pists, we are well placed to give  these often- silenced realities form in gesture, 
sound, image, and role” (p. 385).

A study by Rousseau et  al. (2007) evaluated the efficacy of a school- based 
drama therapy program for immigrant and refugee adolescents that was designed 
to prevent emotional and behavioral prob lems and to enhance school per for-
mance. The intervention involved 136  children and youth aged 12 to 18, new to 
Canada and attending integration classes in a multiethnic school in Montreal, 
Quebec. Pre-  and post- test data  were collected from the students and their teach-
ers; the adolescents in the intervention group reported lower mean levels of 
impairment by symptoms than  those in the control group. It was also found that 
per for mance in mathe matics also increased significantly in participants compared 
to that of their control group peers. The findings suggest that the drama therapy 
had an impact both on social adjustment of recently arrived immigrants and refu-
gees and on their academic achievement in mathe matics. Drama therapy in this 
study was shown as an efficacious intervention for adolescents who have been 
exposed to diff er ent types of harsh conditions, such as vio lence and war, in a pre-
emptive and nondisparaging manner.

In a drama therapy workshop program designed to facilitate the adjustment of 
newly arrived teens from counties in which  there is an internationally recognized 
form of or ga nized vio lence and armed conflict (China, Rus sia, Romania, Pakistan, 
Iran), Rousseau, Gauthier, and Lacroix (2005) developed and implemented drama 
therapy creative expression workshops involving identity issues, addressing the 
lived experiences of being mi grants and members of cultural minorities. The pro-
gram also aimed at improving intergroup relations in multiethnic schools. Through 
the drama therapy intervention, teens  were able to express and work through the 
importance of identity issues at this life cycle stage and develop skills to facilitate 
positive integration (Rousseau, Gauthier, et al., 2005).

Sajnani (2013) proposes embracing an intersectional framework in drama ther-
apy which increases our knowledge of suffering and health in ways that can allow 
individuals working with  children, youth and families affected by war, to be more 
efficacious in their efforts to facilitate individual and collective healing: “Therapeu-
tic per for mance research arises from the interplay of per for mance ethnography 
and therapeutic theatre in drama therapy; it is a practice that carries the potential 
for compelling art, rigorous inquiry, and healing for participants and audiences. 
Bodies engaged in this art form, when given a platform, become influential public 
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texts that change with each reading thus creating a living archive of social mem-
ory” (Sajnani, 2013, p. 385). It would allow us to better highlight complexity when 
researching and representing lived experience, and using per for mance ethnogra-
phy would allow this complexity to be translated onto the stage (Sajnani, 2013).

 Music Therapy
 Music therapy uses  music as a primary tool in promoting therapeutic change, 
growth, and development in individuals on psychological, physical, and spiritual 
levels, within the context of the individual– therapist relationship (CAHD, 2019). 
Depending on the therapeutic goals, individual goals are also set for each person 
along with group goals, where warranted. Group musical improvisation, in which 
participants express their own rhythms, melodies, and songs, comprises the pri-
mary mode of expression in the groups. How participants express themselves, 
including which instruments they choose to play, gives the  music therapist valuable 
information about each individual. A wide variety of  music therapy techniques, 
within both directive and nondirective approaches, are utilized to achieve indi-
vidual and group goals (CAHD, 2019).

Current research indicates that—in addition to more traditional interventions, 
such as support groups, counseling, and medi cations— music therapy can serve as 
an effective intervention, improving  mental health and well- being in  children, 
youth, and families (Green, 2011; Snow & D’Amico, 2009). Baker and Jones (2005) 
conducted a study of a group- based  music therapy program for refugee adoles-
cents (N = 31; no control group) from vari ous backgrounds in Australia. Assess-
ments  were taken over a twenty- week period to determine if  music therapy was 
effective in addressing behavioral prob lems. Teachers reported that students par-
ticipating in  music therapy significantly decreased their externalizing be hav iors 
over the entire course of the therapy, while no differences  were reported for adap-
tive be hav ior skills, school prob lems, or internalizing be hav iors (Baker & Jones, 
2006).

A study using a randomized controlled trial on  music therapy versus “treat-
ment as usual” for seventy adult refugees (aged 18–67  years) in Denmark diag-
nosed with PTSD, found that the extended use of  music therapy in the treatment 
of refugees with severe trauma resulted in significant decreases in trauma symp-
toms, increases in well- being, and sleep quality (Beck et al., 2018). The results of the 
 music therapy intervention further corroborated it as an effective intervention 
that can improve overall refugee health and integration (Beck et al., 2018).

In a community- based  music therapy proj ect developed in South Africa, Fou-
ché and Stevens (2018) describe how MusicWorks, a nonprofit organ ization, 
offers psychosocial support through  music to young  people growing up in mar-
ginalized communities. They underscore the emergence of broader theoretical 
 music therapy perspectives that emphasize an ecological understanding of 
 people,  music, and  music therapy. This perspective is useful when considering 
their use of  music therapy practice that often takes place in nonconventional 



234 Mir anda D ’A mico

places and spaces immersed in po liti cal and gang vio lence, vio lence, and abject 
poverty (Fouché & Stevens, 2018). The child or individual participating in  music 
therapy, as seen from an ecological perspective, “allows us to consider the broader 
context that is situated in and is engaging with and enables us to consider how 
 music (therapy) can be useful not only for the child, but also for the  family struc-
ture, school system, and broader socio- political context and systems that the child 
interacts with, within an ecol ogy that is connected and interdependent” (Ansdell, 
2014, as cited in Fouché & Stevens, 2018, p. 3). In using an ecological model and a 
theoretical lens that integrates the child within their “micro- to- macro- context,” 
MusicWorks’ practice lines up with a community  music therapy approach that 
addresses societal and systemic circumstances of complex trauma and ongoing 
adversity. It does so, while emphasizing how the discourse around the social 
ecol ogy of resilience is a supportive theoretical construct specifically generated 
from within a South African context and remarks on its implication for  music ther-
apy practice in communities where adversity is a multifaceted and constant fact 
(Fouché & Stevens, 2018).

To summarize, art, drama and  music therapy have been used by individuals, 
groups, and “communities to recover the stories of war— reflect upon its effects 
and re- thread community” (Lykes, 2006, p.  275). The work represented in this 
chapter seeks to incorporate the best of  these resources to enhance the partici-
pant’s capacity to facilitate personal and community change. The chapter focuses 
mostly on war- affected  children and youth who have experienced (or are still 
experiencing) global adversity and the repercussions associated with being survi-
vors of “traumatic exposure,” and how creative arts therapies can help reestablish 
psychosocial balance. Creative arts therapies can be less threatening than verbal 
therapy alone, and more effective in providing  children and youth affected by war 
accessibility to treatments which have been shown to be efficacious and to sup-
port psychosocial well- being.

ethical and cultural considerations
This chapter advocates the use of creative arts therapies, especially, as school- 
based psychosocial therapeutic interventions that give  children and youth voice 
and agency and empower  those who have witnessed and experienced traumatic 
events. In this context then, it is worth remembering that participation in  these 
types of therapies requires a thoughtful and critical reflection on the benefits to 
the individual versus the group and the inevitable responsibility of creating safe 
and ethical spaces (Akesson et al., 2014).

Creative art therapies are specialized therapy ser vices and, as such, are not 
the responsibility of the teacher but of qualified professionals who are part of the 
school- based  mental health ser vices for  those who show clinically significant psy-
chological issues. They should be provided in addition to interventions to support 
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academic needs. Rubin (2006) offers a cautionary note on the use of art therapy, 
which is applicable to all the other creative arts therapies intervention: “Art is a 
power ful tool— one that, like the surgeon’s must be used with care and skill if it is 
to penetrate safely beneath the surface” (p. 387).

It is critically impor tant that moving forward we take into account the princi-
ples of evidence- based research; yet the absence of empirical evidence on creative 
art therapies, such as case studies and qualitative analy sis, when compared to 
research on other psychotherapeutic modalities, poses a challenge (Green, 2011). 
Small sample sizes, the lack of control groups, the dearth of longitudinal data, and 
the absence of follow-up assessment in some instances, need to be addressed 
(Newnham et al., 2018) to improve the design and delivery of art, drama, or  music 
therapy and to increase their ac cep tance and utilization. However, as we advance 
this research we need to recognize that ethical issues are a fundamental and ongo-
ing part of the design and implementation pro cess of research and intervention 
(D’Amico et al., 2016). “As the burgeoning body of work with war affected youth 
and their families highlights, it is critical ‘now more than ever’ to find methods and 
tools in professional practice that recognize the healing potential and their poten-
tial to deepen an understanding of the issues” (Mitchell et al., 2019, p. 78).

The cultural and situational appropriateness of art and creative therapies is also 
an issue that needs to be addressed with sensitivity. Art therapy often implies a 
specific Western concept, and it is impor tant to demonstrate re spect for the pro-
fession of creative arts therapies in countries where it is regulated (Potash et al., 
2012). To describe what has been done in the field and to show its efficacy, we use 
the “professional” term in this review while being aware that international work 
in the field might use alternative terms (e.g., therapeutic arts, creative arts work-
shops, creative arts intervention, creative expression workshops).

 Children and youth who have experienced adversity  because of war usually 
manifest enduring psychosocial prob lems. Creative art therapies allow symbolic 
means for expressing, making sense of experience and of developing coping skills 
to strengthen the capacity to adapt. However, “art therapists cannot simply rely on 
ethnocentric assumptions about the nature of art and its relationship to healing” 
(Potash et al., 2012, p. 77). The conceptual understanding of creative arts therapies 
and how they are practiced varies from place to place and, ideally, therapists are 
able to switch between an individualistic and a collectivistic lens, as well as 
between ethnocentric and ethnorelative perspectives (Karkou et al., 2011). While 
therapists may conceive of the arts as a means for self- expression and healing, 
other proj ect stakeholders must be acknowledged, who may consider the arts to 
be evidence of achievement, a means for education or activism, or culturally embed-
ded components of spiritual and communal rituals (Huss et al., 2015; D’Amico et al., 
2016). The complex dynamics among conceptions of health, art, and therapy within 
a given cultural context  will largely determine the nature and scope of creative arts 
therapies used in the community (Potash et al., 2012).
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conclusions
It is proposed, much like the research that has been reviewed, that schools can be the 
place that helps war- affected  children and youth by providing school- based creative 
art therapy interventions and, also, leverage for prevention. Art, drama, and  music 
therapy have the potential to make a significant difference in the well- being of 
 children and youth affected by war as they embark on a journey  toward psychosocial 
recovery. While this chapter focuses on the impact of arts- based therapies for 
 children and youth, an additional impor tant issue to consider outside our pre sent 
scope is the paucity of research on interventions for parents (families). Although 
child- focused interventions, particularly when school and group based, may 
strengthen social ties among  children and between  children and teachers, they do 
not address ongoing threats to  children’s well- being at home or in the community 
(Miller & Jordans, 2016). While the challenges to altering stressful social conditions 
are significant, recent studies have documented that toxic stressors, such as harsh 
parenting and the use of vio lence by teachers, can be successfully reduced. We are 
not suggesting that such interventions should supplant direct work with  children, 
but that they should form essential components of multilevel approaches to sup-
porting  children in conflict and post- conflict settings (Miller & Jordans, 2016).

Now more than ever, given the number of war- displaced individuals, we need 
to advance programs that promote the well- being of war- affected  children and 
youth with the hope of preventing further difficulties that  will have wide- ranging 
effects not only for them but also for their families, the communities in which they 
live, and successive generations (Fazel & Betancourt 2017). Offering creative arts 
therapies ser vices in schools (along with other psychosocial interventions),  will 
not only improve the  mental health of war- affected  children and youth, but 
embedding  these ser vices in the life of the school can in turn, support and sustain 
 children’s academic success and nurture a sense of belonging.
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12 • DRAWING TO BE SEEN  
AND HEARD
A Critical Analy sis of Girls’ Drawings  
in Three Refugee Camps

FATI M A  K H A N

 Today’s complex geopo liti cal crises and armed conflicts have devastated 
the lives of millions of  children worldwide, resulting in their death, displacement, 
and marginalization, and the violation of their basic  human rights. As refugees and 
internally displaced  people, they are forced to seek solace and some semblance of 
safety in ever- expanding refugee camps and settlements. Their plight is made more 
evident by the striking images that emerge from makeshift shelters from around the 
world and from other dramatic images, such as the picture of  little Alan Kurdi, a 
3- year- old Syrian refugee who drowned and washed up on the shores of Turkey. 
Perhaps more devastating is the realization that such visuals provide only a fraction 
of insight into their daily realities. Girls and young  women, in par tic u lar, are uniquely 
vulnerable to the multitude of risks and challenges that emerge from within refugee 
camps, often being the first to lose their sense of safety and security and their rights 
to an education and the first to be excluded from social and po liti cal engagement 
(United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees [UNHCR], 2019a). Their well- 
being is frequently imperiled along with their agency, which is minimized in 
intervention strategies. Within the paradigm of “new childhood studies,” effective 
interventions in humanitarian aid and development are vital in ensuring an egalitar-
ian and inclusive approach that does not render girls as  those merely acted upon but 
rather as active participants or social actors in their own lives (Boyden & de Berry, 
2004; James & Prout, 2015; Mayall, 2002).

One such strategy is the use of drawings in child- friendly spaces (CFSs), which 
aims to develop a more well- rounded conceptualization of girls’ well- being in 
fragile states and that looks to them as critical thinkers and enablers of social 
change. Drawing is often the first methodology used in humanitarian and devel-
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opment settings; with  little material required, drawing can help girls express their 
memories, feelings, and hopes.  Because drawings can be created rather quickly, 
crucial themes emerge, such as hope, optimism, remembrance, fear, despair, and 
loss. Ultimately, drawings allow girls to be vis i ble, and their perspectives and nar-
ratives can be front and center in policy dialogue and social action.

This chapter provides a critical analy sis of girls’ drawings that emerge from 
adverse contexts of vio lence, such as war and conflict, and considers the sociocul-
tural barriers that may influence girls’ visual reproduction and repre sen ta tion of 
their experiences. I explore the themes and narratives that become evident from art 
created by refugee girls within collections of drawings found in the public domain 
from three contexts: Kutupalong Refugee Camp, Bangladesh; Gasorwe and Gih-
inga Camps, Burundi; and Akkar Refugee Camp, Lebanon. With evolving conflicts 
and widespread incidences of vio lence in refugee camps and the perils of forced 
displacement, I conclude by examining how girls’ drawings emerging from refugee 
camps can contribute  toward community- based knowledge production within.

drawing as methodology in child- friendly spaces
In the field of humanitarian development and postconflict rehabilitation, adults 
are naturally presumed to provide stabilizing and protective structures for girls 
living in adverse contexts, regulated by  legal instruments such as the United 
Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child. Karen Wells (2015), in Childhood 
in a Global Perspective, argues that language found within such global  legal frame-
works “speaks more to the duties of adults to protect  children than it does to the 
child’s rights to be involved in determining his or her life” (p. 29). Dawes (as cited 
in Burman, 1994) contributes to the notion that while girls face a myriad of trau-
matic incidents as a result of conflict, it is imperative that their perspectives and 
frame of mind be emphasized rather than assumed. “[Girls] do not just react to 
vio lence as ‘natu ral’ entities, but as social creatures—as individuals with a per-
sonal history and as members of groups with a social history. This ele ment of 
social history is impor tant in framing the individual’s experience of adversity” 
(p. 244). Consequently, when studying girls’ psychosocial well- being in adversity, 
it is necessary to view them as “social agents able to influence their immediate 
contexts” (Denov & Akesson, 2017, p. 9). This is particularly essential in refugee camps 
where girls are vulnerable to physical, sexual, and gender- based vio lence, postcon-
flict traumatic stress, confinement, and marginalization.

Child- Friendly Spaces: An Overview
In order to  counter  these vulnerabilities (and harsh realities), humanitarian agen-
cies operate CFSs as a first response in conflict- affected communities. Essentially, a 
CFS is designed to “support the resilience and well- being of  children and young 
 people through community or ga nized, structured activities conducted in a safe, 
child friendly, and stimulating environment” (UNICEF, 2011, p. 2). Such safe places 
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enable  children to relax, play, learn new skills, express themselves, and engage with 
other  children in order to make sense of their lives and new challenges. As an inclu-
sive and participatory intervention, a CFS has three specific objectives (Snider & 
Ager, 2018). First, its design aims to protect  children from risk by considering 
 children’s physical safety and security as well as building on existing structures that 
provide a supportive and nondiscriminatory environment. Second, a CFS pro-
motes psychosocial well- being and resilience by engaging  children in vari ous coop-
erative and interactive play, arts- based workshops, and educational activities. Third, 
a CFS is a community- based approach, intended to work with and promote exist-
ing structures and capacities such as health care, social and  legal ser vices, and youth 
and  women groups, as well as raise awareness of child protection issues through 
community information and training. In an Armenian Red Cross CFS, a youth vol-
unteer eloquently captures their necessity, “Child friendly spaces are where 
 children can see the world does not end in the refugee dormitory; they see that the 
world can be bigger and full of hopeful opportunities” (International Federation of 
Red Cross and Red Crescent Socie ties (IFRC), 2017, p. 41).

Drawing as a Progressive Approach
One par tic u lar method to empower and amplify girls’ voices and experiences is 
through the use of drawings as a participatory visual methodology. According to 
Mitchell et al. (2017), such methodologies are “effective in engaging community 
participants, and especially in altering some of the typical power dynamics related to 
the researched/researcher, and to ensuring spaces for marginalized populations 
to both speak about and then speak back through interactive workshop sessions to 
social conditions” (p. 4). Drawing is a progressive approach and an effective form 
of intervention for vulnerable girls that  counters their invisibility in adverse con-
texts by engaging them in artistic and imaginative strategies to construct meaning 
from their experiences (de Lange et  al., 2007; Gubrium & Harper, 2013; Mal-
chiodi, 1998; Margolis & Pauwels, 2011; Mitchell, 2011; Theron et al., 2011). With 
minimal material required, drawing can help girls— and  others unable to vocalize 
their experiences— express their memories, feelings, and hopes and ultimately 
allow them to be vis i ble, and their perspectives and narratives can be front and 
center in policy dialogue and social action. Indeed, a 2018 study on displaced ado-
lescent Rohingya girls in Bangladesh’s Cox’s Bazar clearly indicated that girls 
requested they be consulted about their needs by humanitarian actors (Lee- Koo & 
Jay, 2018). Moreover, they astutely observed and concluded that consultations 
 were primarily relegated to immediate concerns rather than their ability to contrib-
ute insightfully to interventions and their community.

Drawing Collections from War, Armed Conflict, and Adversity
Some of the earliest collections date back to the Spanish Civil War (1936–1939) in 
They Still Draw Pictures: A Collection of 60 Drawings Made by Spanish  Children 
during the War (Weissberger, 1938) where  children (aged 6–14)  were encouraged 
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to draw their experiences, memories, and hopes for the  future using pencils, cray-
ons, ink, and watercolor on cheap paper in war- free zones of Spain and southern 
France (Columbia University Libraries, n.d.). For the collection, sixty drawings 
(labeled as plates)  were chosen featuring  children’s general impression of the war, 
their flight from despair, and their life once they arrived in homes and colonies in 
Spain and France.

Similarly, art educator Friedl Dicker- Brandeis used drawings as a therapeutic 
tool to help  children living in Theresienstadt concentration camp— located in 
Nazi- occupied Czecho slo va kia— make sense of their surrounding environment 
and to tap into their perceptions, experiences, and emotional trauma as a result of 
their persecution (Wix, 2009). From her collection of over 5,000  children’s draw-
ings, Holocaust survivor and curator Hana Volavková (1993) selected sixty col-
ored drawings and poems in her edited book . . .  I Never Saw Another Butterfly . . .  
 Children’s Drawings and Poems from Terezín Concentration Camp, 1942–1944.

Another painful yet illuminating collection was curated following the Septem-
ber 11 terrorist attacks in New York City, where New York University’s Child Study 
Center initiated a proj ect that encouraged  children to use drawings to showcase 
“profound images of vio lence, terrorism, and destruction, which are countered by 
equally power ful expressions of patriotism, strength, and hope” (Goodman et al., 
2002, p. 11). They solicited artwork from  children and received over 800 drawings and 
paintings created in the first four months  after the attacks by  children aged 5 to 18. 
A jury— consisting of artists, curators, art teachers,  mental health professionals, 
parents, and students— selected eighty- three raw and immediate illustrations, 
which  were put together in the book, The Day Our World Changed:  Children’s Art 
of 9/11 (Goodman et al., 2002).

In one particularly distinct collection, The Suitcase Stories: Refugee  Children 
Reclaim Their Identities (Clacherty et al., 2006), the multimodal nature of drawings 
can be appreciated. In 2001, researcher Glynis Clacherty began working with refu-
gee  children from across Africa who had fled to and  were living in an inner- city 
residential neighborhood in Johannesburg, South Africa.  These  children and 
young  people strug gled daily with issues of identity, voicelessness, xenophobia, 
and marginalization in their host country, and psychological trauma from past 
experiences of war and displacement. In collaboration with Diane Welvering, an 
art teacher, they provided  children with old suitcases and gave them creative free-
dom to fill the inside and decorate the outside with any materials or objects 
that represented their pre sent lives. Many of them included detailed drawings that 
focused on memories of their childhood, their journey and life in South Africa, 
and their  future aspirations.

In Conflagrations: A  Century of  Children’s Drawings of War, Conflict and Mass 
Crimes (Girardeau, 2017), over 150 drawings provide a historical conceptualization 
of  children’s lives as a result of geopo liti cal vio lence. This power ful and haunting 
collection, coordinated by curator Zérane S. Girardeau, spans over a  century of 
conflicts, including the First World War, the Vietnam War, and civil strife in 
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Lebanon, Rwanda, Cambodia, Salvador, and Algeria. The book contains contributions 
from renowned artists, historians, psychologists, and humanitarian workers along 
with the captions provided by  children themselves. Such a collection provides con-
siderable insight into the realities of war through depictions of universal themes, 
such as home, separation, massacres, captivity, mourning, and numerous  others.

The collections highlighted in this section are not exhaustive, but they indicate 
the need to provide a forum for girls living in adverse conditions— including over-
crowding, poverty, poor sanitation, lack of privacy, and fears of domestic, physical, 
and sexual vio lence—to be able to voice their perspectives.  These drawings, ulti-
mately, are bound by global themes of difficulty, trauma, remembrance of home, 
and, endearingly, hope for a better  future.

girls’ experiences in refugee camps
In 2019, the United Nation’s High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) deter-
mined that of the nearly 26 million refugees (not including internally displaced 
persons and asylum seekers), 57   percent come from only three countries, Syria, 
Af ghan i stan, and South Sudan, and over half of them are  under the age of 18 (UNHCR, 
2019b). Fear of war, vio lence, and a number of forms of persecution has rendered 
them unable to return. As a result of the droves of families fleeing for their lives, 
host countries have hastily constructed temporary accommodations, attempting to 
provide adequate medical facilities, food security, and safety and security. While 
the intent of a refugee camp is to provide brief respite from vio lence and persecu-
tion,  there are many instances of hundreds of thousands of  people trapped in one 
location, unable to escape their limbo. Camps such as Kakuma in northwest  Kenya; 
Cooper’s Camp in West Bengal, India; Shu’fat Camp on the outskirts of Jerusalem; 
and the Jalozai Camp (now closed) in Peshawar, Pakistan, have each existed for at 
least twenty years (Finch, 2015). Despite efforts made to address the challenges that 
refugee camps pre sent, the living conditions have had a lasting and damaging 
impact on the psychosocial well- being of  children. As a result of  these conditions, 
the experiences of girls are distinct from  those of boys and  women living in similar 
circumstances. Out of the myriad of vulnerabilities they face, I  will briefly examine 
three, restricted movement, fear of vio lence, and educational marginalization, each 
interconnected but equally detrimental to their  mental and physical well- being, as 
well as participation in their communities.

Restricted Movement
Cultural  factors play a role in preventing girls from leaving their shelters. In many 
conservative Islamic communities, the societal structure is divided based on loca-
tion: boys and men are relegated to the public sphere, whereas girls and  women are 
confined to the private sphere. For example, Afghan traditions dictate that girls and 
 women observe purdah, which is the practice of separating and secluding  women 
from unrelated men. In Afghan refugee camps in Pakistan, purdah was intensified 
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due to the close proximity in which refugees lived with nonfamily members (Mar-
tin, 2004). Within the same traditions, girls and  women are expected to uphold the 
honor of their families, with any (unintended) deviations placing them at risk of 
stigma and physical and emotional abuse by  family members.

Such isolation can cause an inability to cope with their circumstances, further 
exacerbate their trauma, and increase their risk for toxic stress, characterized as “expo-
sure to extreme, frequent, and per sis tent adverse events without the presence of a 
supportive caretaker” (Murray, 2018, p. 1). Left untreated, or inadequately addressed, 
girls’ experience of trauma in  these formative years can lead to negative emotional, 
physical, and  mental health outcomes, potentially culminating in depression, sub-
stance abuse, or suicide (McDonald, 2017; Park & Katsiaficas, 2019).

Fear of Vio lence within the Camps
Although the initial escape from certain death and persecution from war- torn 
regions is somewhat alleviated in refugee camps, they generate a new vulnerability 
for girls— the unabating fear (and real ity) of vio lence that permeates refugee 
camps around the world. At the onset, camp conditions are not ideal with unten-
able temporary shelters and structures,  limited electricity and poor lighting, 
extreme overcrowding, and a lack of access to  water, sanitation, and educational 
facilities (de Bruijn, 2009; Elmasry, 2018). In such an environment, the lack of pri-
vacy and security has resulted in instances of gender- based vio lence, such as phys-
ical abuse, sexual vio lence,  family vio lence, forced prostitution, child and forced 
marriage, and  human trafficking (UN  Women, 2018).

The occurrence of sexual vio lence, particularly targeted  toward girls and  women, 
is often associated with the “collapse of social networks, the breakdown of norms 
and mores, the destruction of infrastructure, [and the] changed relationships 
within the  family” (IFRC, 2015, p. 17). Despite  legal frameworks in place, the perva-
siveness of sexual vio lence against girls in refugee camps is disconcerting and hor-
rific, and accurate data remain elusive. Incidences of sexual vio lence are unreported 
or underreported due to unknown  causes of death of many victims, fear of retalia-
tion and stigma, feelings of shame and guilt, impunity for perpetrators, unavailabil-
ity of ser vice providers, and insufficient knowledge of requesting or seeking 
beneficial resources (Aubert & Holder, 2013; IFRC, 2015; Marsh et al., 2006). With 
their susceptibility to sexual vio lence, compounded by the lack of remedial assis-
tance programs and structures, girls experience long- term damage to their physical, 
psychological, and social well- being. In a report describing the conditions of the 
Moria refugee camp in Greece that has included gang rapes of girls and  women 
attacked inside latrines, one  mother reveals that her 13- year- old  daughter, Fatima, 
sleeps with a knife  under her pillow (Tondo, 2018). Her fear of rape, combined with 
severe depression and psychological trauma, led her to attempt suicide more than 
once. Shamsa, Fatima’s  mother, explains, “My  daughters have transformed since 
 we’ve been  here.  They’ve become aggressive. We fled Iraq last May in search of 
peace, but  here in Moria we found hell” (Tondo, 2018, para. 10).
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Educational Marginalization
In refugee camps, humanitarian responses often strug gle to provide adequate pri-
mary and secondary education in contexts that beget vio lence. Parents and com-
munities are dependent on schools to be sources of comfort and normalcy for 
their  children and to “compensate for many social and economic  factors that affect 
 children,” such as po liti cal instability, conflict, vio lence, and displacement (Senge 
et al., 2012, p. 11). Furthermore, education is a stabilizing force rather than a social 
ser vice that needs to be delivered (Kirk, 2007). Unfortunately, over 3.7 million 
refugee  children are currently unable to attend school (UNHCR, 2019a), with 
girls being 2.5 times more likely to be out of school in crises (World University 
Ser vice Canada, 2018).

The lack of access to quality education can have serious and long- term con-
sequences on girls’ well- being and development. Within refugee camps, girls 
face certain barriers to education, particularly from their own families. In pre-
dominantly patriarchal cultures, gender norms and segregation significantly 
influence parents’ decision to send girls to school, with many placing the bur-
den of  house hold duties on their  daughters, thereby eliminating their ability to 
attend school (UNHCR, 2019c). Other attitudes include barring attendance 
due to the absence of female teachers, distance to schools, and the fear of phys-
ical and sexual vio lence around the settlement (Kirk, 2004). In one Rohingya 
refugee camp, a 14- year- old girl explains why education is imperative: “I want 
to be educated but cannot. This is the biggest interruption/barrier in my life. 
I have a desire to establish myself by studying” (Lee- Koo & Jay, 2018, p. 23). A parent 
provides an alternative perspective: “It’s far. That’s why I  don’t let them go to 
school. Every one  here does not belong to the same country.  There are  people 
of other countries. Thus, I  don’t let them lose sight of my eyes” (Lee- Koo & Jay, 
2018, p. 23).

What each interconnected vulnerability illustrates is that despite the atrocities 
girls have witnessed and the barriers they face to their well- being, many are deter-
mined to secure a better  future and be actively involved in their community. One 
of the ways in which local, national, and international communities are able to 
build the resilience of girls is to provide opportunities for progressive coping strat-
egies in CFSs. Creative activities and practices— such as drawing, games, sports, 
plays, writing— are essential in alleviating girls’ stress and trauma and “act as a 
forum to exercise [their] own agency” (Winthrop & Kirk, 2008, p. 659).

looking at drawings across three  
settings: a critical analy sis
Visual Repre sen ta tions and Analy sis
Within CFSs, refugee girls can (and have) told their stories through visual 
repre sen ta tions. In many instances, psychosocial support personnel, such as art 
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teachers, psychologists, and nongovernmental organ ization workers conducting 
art- making sessions in refugee camps with girls provide their own reflections 
on the drawings based on their analy sis of what has been drawn but also based on 
what they know of the girl’s past and pre sent experiences. In one of Save the  Children’s 
HEART (Healing and Education Through the Arts) programs in southern Syria, 
art teacher Rasha describes how a 5- year- old girl communicates her trauma 
through her drawing: “I got to know one five- year- old girl through her drawings. 
She drew her  family and the  mother was so small. Usually  children draw their par-
ents big and themselves and their siblings smaller. When I asked her where her 
 mother was, she said I have one but she  doesn’t love me. She  didn’t trust anyone or 
talk to anyone. Eventually we realised that she had lost her  mother” (McDonald, 
2017, p.  19). What can we, as academics, researchers, humanitarian workers, or 
even the general public learn from the nature of  these drawings by refugee and 
displaced girls? How do  these drawings depict the barriers and vulnerabilities 
faced by girls in refugee camps? Does the dissemination of their drawings through 
vari ous forms of collections— either online or in print— accurately represent 
their perspectives or is  there a power imbalance whereby girls are spoken for 
rather than with?

In an effort to answer  these questions, I turn to a visual analytic framework that 
can contribute to at least the beginnings of an understanding of  children’s experi-
ences in adverse settings. With increasing consumption of images through an 
abundance of social media sites such as TikTok, Instagram, Snapchat, Reddit, and 
Facebook, a sociocultural transformation  toward visualization is evident and 
has evolved as “an unquestionable con temporary medium of communication” 
(Lenette & Cleland, 2016, p. 72). Images such as “the Afghan girl,” “the starving 
girl and vulture,” “the Syrian boy,” and “the napalm girl” may trigger memories and 
evoke a forceful and sympathetic response from the public. Visual analy sis, to a 
degree, enables the researcher to decipher drawings by illuminating themes that 
seem apparent and offer an alternative consideration to the dehumanization 
that  children already experience as a refugee, asylum seeker, or internally dis-
placed person.

In their study on asylum seekers confined to detention centers in Austra-
lia, Lenette et al. (2017) examined how  children conveyed their emotional 
experiences and perceptions using drawings. The themes that emerged— 
confinement, childhood, community, sadness, and suffering— indicated that 
 children expressed primarily negative feelings in a manner more evocative 
than what any textual analy sis could provide. In their conclusion, they deter-
mined that drawings, through visual analy sis, “offer[ed] a novel ave nue to con-
sider visual repre sen ta tions of asylum seeker  children in detention as a 
particularly vulnerable group that can often be overlooked” (p.  55). By pri-
oritizing  children’s voices,  there is a pressing opportunity to influence public 
opinion and also impact policy- making decisions for the betterment of their 
lives.
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Setting the Stage
The following section critically examines refugee girls’ drawings within a collec-
tion from three diff er ent refugee contexts: (1) Rohingya Muslims in the Kutu-
palong refugee settlement, Cox’s Bazar, Bangladesh; (2) Congolese refugees in 
Gasorwe and Gihinga Camps, Burundi; and, (3) Syrian refugees in Akkar refugee 
settlements, Lebanon.

Each context chosen shares the sheer magnitude of how the refugee crisis has 
manifested itself in their respective host countries, both from a humanitarian per-
spective and as a result of the intricate geopolitics that created the conditions for 
armed conflict, persecution, and forced displacement. Unfortunately, refugees are 
almost instantly faced with new challenges as Nutt (as cited in Strochlic, 2018) 
captures succinctly: “ People believe that once they become a refugee the strug gle 
is over, but in fact the strug gle is just beginning. The risks they face escalate once 
they become a refugee” (para. 6). This is evident in the swaths of refugees attempt-
ing to cross dangerous  waters in the Mediterranean, move through arid deserts 
near the U.S.– Mexico border, or trek through jungles in Central Amer i ca in an 
attempt to attain security and a better livelihood. The contexts contribute to the 
existing notion that armed conflict and civil war are no longer contained within a 
specific region but have a global impact. While it is onerous to represent accu-
rately the complexities that give rise to such vio lence, it is perhaps more essential 
to distinguish the politics from the lived experiences of the refugees, particularly 
girls and young  women, through art. Cynthia Milton (2014), in Art from a Frac-
tured Past, offers further critical insight:

Art has the potential to help us, the audience, get closer to an understanding of 
what happened. Perhaps it is the only medium that allows us to hold in the same 
frame many of the complexities of this tragedy. Yet art is not bound to truth. It is a 
medium in which competing claims to the past emerge and are recounted. The 
stakes for cultural productions over the past are high. The images and narratives of 
the past presented through popu lar media may be more impor tant for establishing 
collective or, potentially, a national memory of the past than even a truth commis-
sion, programs for reparations, and court cases. (p. 23)

The contentious civil wars in Syria and the Demo cratic Republic of Congo 
(DRC), as well as the Rohingya genocide perpetrated by Myanmar armed forces, 
are mired in a multitude of opposing and contradictory narratives. In overcrowded 
refugee camps, it is ironic, regressive, and counterproductive that girls remain 
invisible and unheard. Examining the drawings that emerge from such contexts 
supports the notion that girls are not social actors merely acted upon, they are 
producers of their own knowledge by being “actively involved in the construction 
of their own social lives, the lives of  those around them and the socie ties in which 
they live” ( James & Prout, 2015, p. 4). The drawing collections also provide insight 
into how girls’ lives and experiences are interconnected with glaring similarities 
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and subtle differences through captions or shared analyses. Mitchell et al. (2011) 
stress the importance of the latter, whereby this pro cess “encourage[s] collabora-
tive meaning- making and allow[s] the drawer to give voice to what the drawing 
was intended to convey. When the analy sis is shared in this way, valid knowledge 
production occurs” (p. 25).

Context 1: Kutupalong Refugee Camp, Rohingya Muslims
For over six de cades, the Buddhist- majority Myanmar state has repeatedly denied 
the Rohingya Muslim minority recognition as a native ethnic group and contends, 
rather, that they are illegal immigrants from Bangladesh. As a result, the state institu-
tionalized discrimination by placing restrictions on vari ous aspects of life, such as 
education, religious freedom, movement, and employment (Albert, 2017). In late 
2017, simmering religious and ethnic differences culminated in armed conflict result-
ing in over 500 deaths, the destruction of Rohingya villages, and the exodus of hun-
dreds of thousands of refugees from the troubled Rakhine State (Amnesty 
International, 2017). The sea of Rohingya began to cross the heavi ly forested border 
into Bangladesh, fleeing from what the United Nations described as a “textbook 
example of ethnic cleansing” (Safi, 2017, para. 1), systematic discrimination, and 
extreme vio lence. Girls and  women, in par tic u lar, fell victim to sexual vio lence 
(including gang rape) committed by Myanmar’s military prior to, during, and  after 
 these major attacks, with some victims as young as 13 ( Human Rights Watch, 2017). 
As a result of the influx of refugees, Bangladesh responded by hastily constructing 
shelters made from bamboo and tarpaulins, yet  these  were lacking in  water, sanita-
tion, security, and basic ser vices. Two years  later, the Kutupalong Refugee Camp, 
located in Cox’s Bazar district near the Myanmar border, is currently the largest refu-
gee settlement in the world, housing over 600,000 Rohingya Muslims in an area 
approximately covering 13 square kilo meters (5 square miles) (UNHCR, 2019d).

Within this refugee camp, organ izations such as Save the  Children have con-
ducted drawing sessions with thousands of  children in hundreds of CFSs. Global 
Citizen, a movement focused on ending extreme poverty by 2030, partnered with 
Save the  Children UK to condemn the vio lence against Rohingya  children and 
their families and to call on the U.K. government to bring the perpetrators of 
genocide to justice at the International Criminal Court (Sepehr & Calderwood, 
2018). Save the  Children UK provided Global Citizen with a small collection of 
seven drawings by girls and boys where they  were prompted to think of and draw 
a message they wished to share with the world. Out of the seven drawings, five 
 were created by girls and two did not include an accompanying caption or shared 
analy sis. The drawings, all in full color, contain the child’s age and gender; their 
real names are changed for their safety, security, and risk of exploitation. They are 
haunting and evocative illustrations of the extreme vio lence and forced displace-
ment that the  children experienced back home in Myanmar.

Majuma, a 12- year- old girl, provides a richly detailed drawing1 of her memories 
of the persecution she faced. It is quite remarkable how she is able to reenact so 
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vividly a series of events through her choice of color, layering, and object place-
ment, all contributing to the expression of inhumanity and cruelty at the hands of 
the perpetrators.

Apparent in the foreground are five men (one visibly angry) carry ing raised 
weapons and appearing to charge ahead. It is difficult to tell  whether they are sol-
diers, police, or Buddhist militias that have knowingly carried out mass executions 
and gang rapes of girls and  women, and have burned  houses and villages to the 
ground. In front of them appears to be a river of blood emanating from a tree and 
large flower that has been scribbled across in red and black, indicating a state of 
chaos. In the three  houses  behind the men, Majuma uses red and orange to illus-
trate what may have taken place inside them. The red color possibly indicates that 
its occupants  were killed, with the orange color expressing the militiamen setting 
the  houses on fire. In the background, she has drawn a row of  houses, also in three 
diff er ent conditions: orange  houses seem to represent  houses ablaze, red  houses 
potentially indicate death, and the green  houses remain untouched. Interestingly, 
of the five captions and shared analy sis provided by the  children, Majuma is only 
one of two  children expressing her wish to return home: “I want to go back to 
Myanmar if it is safe, and I want to go to school. If  there is no oppression, we want 
to go back. We want to go back if it is safe, and we want to go to school” (Sepehr & 
Calderwood, 2018, para. 15). Her insistence on returning and seeking an education 
may be interpreted as a response to her current, dire living conditions in the Kutu-
palong refugee camp as highlighted in previous sections. Malchiodi (1998) argues 
that despite the trauma that  children have endured, the act of making art provides 
some joy and that “ there is a natu ral experience of  wholeness or working  toward 
 wholeness and this, in and of itself, may be what is most impor tant to understand 
about traumatized  children’s drawings” (p. 137). In Majuma’s drawing, perhaps the 
intact green houses— almost hidden away in the corner as a protective gesture— 
portray a hopeful  future devoid of vio lence and persecution. Her message to the 
international community also speaks to the anguish millions of refugees face as 
displaced individuals, longing for a peaceful home and a sense of identity, which 
eludes them.

Context 2: Gasorwe and Gihinga Camps, Congolese Refugees
The roots of the Congolese refugee crisis in and surrounding the DRC date back 
to the strug gle for in de pen dence  under brutal Belgian colonial rule that left the 
country ethnically divided with diff er ent factions fighting over its vast resources 
and attempting to seize po liti cal power from an inept and corrupt government 
through armed conflict (Rosen, 2013). Commonly known as Africa’s First World 
War, years of internal infighting, regional conflicts, and the spillover effects of the 
Rwandan genocide led to the destabilization of DRC (then Zaire), culminating 
in a proxy war by several surrounding countries to overthrow the Zaire govern-
ment, si mul ta neously perpetrating ethnic and gender- based vio lence, widespread 
destruction, and plundering of the resource- wealthy nation (McGreal, 2008). 
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Hostilities ended in 1997 following its collapse but  were renewed with ferocity a 
year  later when the transitional government alienated previous allies, resulting in 
civil war that drew in several neighboring African countries and armed groups 
(BBC News, 2019). Despite the devastating war ending in 2003, the country 
remains mired in conflict and po liti cal turmoil and is responsible for the deaths of 
over 5 million  people, many of whom succumbed to disease and starvation; and 
the displacement of over 2 million (Soderlund et al., 2013). Sexual vio lence against 
girls and  women, including gang rape, forced prostitution, mutilation, sexual slav-
ery, and abductions have been rampant, committed by both armed groups as well 
as Congolese security forces ( Human Rights Watch, 2018).

As a result of the po liti cal upheaval and resulting armed conflict, the UNHCR 
refugee data portal estimates that  there are almost 900,000 Congolese refugees, 
the majority of whom are seeking asylum in Uganda (UNHCR, 2019e). Almost 
85,000  people have fled the vio lence in DRC’s volatile South Kivu region to neigh-
boring Burundi. Approximately 40  percent are settled in urban regions, whereas 
60   percent live in refugee camps; 79   percent of the refugees consist of  children 
and  women (UNHCR, 2018). Two of  these refugee camps are Gasorwe, located 
in northern Burundi and home to approximately 10,000 refugees (Baddorf, 2010), 
and Gihinga, a now- closed settlement in Burundi’s central province that  housed 
2,500 refugees (IRIN, 2009). Similar to Kutupalong,  these camps faced shortages 
in food,  water, sanitation, lack of access to social and economic programs, and 
risks to the well- being of girls and young  women.

Emerging from  these two refugee camps is a collection of twenty- seven draw-
ings by  children aged 10 to 14. In My Dreams for the  Future: Drawings of Congolese 
Refugee  Children in Burundi, members of UNHCR Burundi conducted a competi-
tion prompting  children to draw what they wanted to achieve in life. The collection 
is divided into five themes representing the responses of the refugee  children: 
ambition, engagement, justice, hope, and resilience. A full spread is devoted to 
drawings containing speech  bubbles or text in French on one side and translations 
of the text into En glish and Dutch on the other. The collection indicates the child’s 
name and age; however, it does not contain any captions or a shared analy sis pro-
vided by the  children. A number of  children illustrate their ambitions of continu-
ing their education and becoming doctors, journalists, teachers, judges, or police 
officers. Els Keuleers, a child and youth psychologist involved in the competition, 
observes that survival is a recurring theme. Furthermore, it is apparent that the 
 children are acutely aware of the vio lence and persecution they have experienced: 
12- year- old Mbabazi Alice, whose drawing is categorized  under justice, depicts a 
 woman writing about her experience regarding sexual vio lence with the speech 
text, “My  mother has been raped by Laurent Nkunda’s soldiers.  Women’s rights 
have not been respected” (UNHCR, 2010, p. 36). Directly below this illustration is 
the speech text of a female broadcaster reporting on what needs to be done: 
“Equality between men and  women by law and in all the institutions” (UNHCR, 
2010, p. 36).
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In her drawing of resilience, 13- year- old Neige Ngwasho carefully and concisely 
depicts a scene of sexual exploitation in the form of a short, four- panel narrative.2 
It shows an interaction between a young girl and a man who publicly accosts and 
entices her, proclaiming, “You look  really nice. If you come with me, I’ll give you 
some soap and money” (UNHCR, 2010, p. 64). Alarmed, anxious, and alone in 
the second panel, the girl is forced to consider the proposition: “My  family  really 
needs this money. . . .  But I think I would make a  mistake” (p. 64). Although she 
does not explic itly refuse him, it is clear in the third panel that she is visibly angry 
with a scowl on her face, her arms crossed, and her walking away from the offender. 
Nonetheless, he persists stating, “Hey girl, you can always come to see me. I  will 
wait for you” (p. 64). In the final panel, the young girl is in conversation with a 
female adult who tells her, “My dear, you  were right to leave  because it was not 
a solution for you and your  family. You have to finish school.  There are other ways 
to earn some money” (p. 64).

The scene that Neige Ngwasho constructed, unfortunately, is all too familiar to 
hundreds of thousands of refugee girls around the world who are sexually 
exploited by fellow male refugees, humanitarian workers, peacekeepers, and com-
munity leaders in exchange for relief items and other necessities (Ferris, 2007). 
While Neige does not provide a caption or shared analy sis that might further offer 
insight into the pro cess  behind this drawing, her attention to detail and use of 
color are notable. Her drawing of the sweater that the man wears contains the 
same number and thickness of colored circles, possibly indicating a deliberate and 
conscious attempt to draw from her own memory and experience. Although con-
jecture, the framing of the man in the third panel indicates a threatening posture 
with his hands in his pockets and legs splayed. The girl’s arms, which are crossed, 
can be interpreted as an exercise in agency: through careful consideration, and 
despite the hardships her  family  faces, the girl makes the decision not to engage 
with the man and to remove herself from the situation. Her decision was recog-
nized and supported by the female adult, thus bolstering her self- esteem and resil-
ience. The drawing was effective not only in portraying survival but also in 
reinforcing the notion that girls are aware of their predicament, particularly 
in refugee camps, and are able to provide solutions to their prob lems when 
respectfully and actively involved in decision making.

Context 3: Akkar Refugee Camp, Syrian Refugees
The Syrian civil war, which has been raging since 2011, is a complex geopo liti cal 
conflict involving a number of regional and international actors. What began as 
peaceful grassroots protests against President Bashar al- Assad (supported by Rus-
sia and Iran) for po liti cal reforms and the reinstatement of civil rights following a 
five- decade state of emergency, quickly turned violent with the creation of a num-
ber of antigovernment rebel groups (supported by the United States, Saudi Ara-
bia, and Turkey) attempting to overthrow the government (Al Jazeera, 2018). The 
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dangerous presence of terrorist militant groups, such as Islamic State and al- Nusra 
Front (affiliated with al- Qaeda), further plunged the region into chaos, leading to 
a multitude of proxy wars that has destroyed much of Syria’s infrastructure, killed 
over 400,000 Syrians, forced more than 5.6 million from the country, and inter-
nally displaced over 6 million (Bremmer, 2018). The majority of refugees are cur-
rently living in seas of makeshift camps in Lebanon, Jordan, and Turkey, with 
many making the decision to seek a better life in Eu rope, a perilous journey that 
has claimed the lives of thousands of asylum seekers. Lebanon’s northern Akkar 
region is home to almost 300,000 Syrian refugees living in overcrowded makeshift 
shelters: 24   percent of the population live in conditions that are dangerous and 
below humanitarian standards (UNHCR, 2019f).  These include but are not  limited 
to shelters at risk of collapsing, sanitation pipes that are not functional, and inade-
quate electricity. The inability of many refugees to obtain  legal residency, tensions 
with host communities over competition for jobs and resources, and the implemen-
tation of strict curfews have increased the vulnerability of girls and  women to sexual 
and gender- based vio lence, with instances of such incidents most likely to be under-
reported (UNHCR et al., 2019).

A collection emerging from the Syrian civil war is Home— Drawings by Syrian 
 Children (Quilty, 2018). In 2016, Australian artist Ben Quilty encountered over 200 
Syrian refugees heading  toward a complex housing refugees in Serbia. Acutely 
aware of their trauma, Quilty carefully engaged with the  children and asked them 
to draw something about themselves. What followed that day was a necessity “for 
the world to see drawings by  every child who has survived the Syrian disaster. Big 
 people have big voices and most of them ignore the small voices of the smallest 
among us” (p. 12). The art created by Syrian  children in World Vision’s and their 
partners’ CFSs was assembled from refugee camps in Lebanon, Iraq, and Jordan, 
 after  children survived the substantial Mediterranean crossing from Turkey to 
Lesbos and Chios, Greece, and from the suburbs of Germany and Australia. This 
reflects the far- reaching consequences of armed conflict and the distances that 
refugees are driven from home to seek asylum. The collection contains over 260 
drawings by  children aged 6 to 16 and divided into six categories: threat, light, 
dark, dream, tears, and home. For each drawing, Quilty provides the name, age, 
origins, current location, and orga nizational affiliation of the child. In a number of 
instances, the parents do not divulge their child’s name due to their fear of retribu-
tion. Accompanying the drawings is a detailed description of their dimensions 
and the type of material used as well as a caption or shared analy sis. Looking 
closely at the collection and names of the  children and taking into consideration 
the unattributed drawings, more than half of them are contributions by young 
boys. This may speak to the  limited visibility of girls within refugee camps and 
their  limited movement in participating in such CFSs.

From the dream section on, 12- year- old Inas provides a brief glimpse into her 
life in an informal refugee camp in Akkar with a drawing of a small park (Quilty, 
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2018, p. 189). Using pencils and watercolor on paper, she illustrates vari ous singu-
lar objects, such as a tree, a slide, a roundabout, and possibly a swimming pool. 
Inas, herself, is vis i ble sitting alone in a swing. In the foreground, it is difficult to 
interpret what the black and red rectangular object among the grass might repre-
sent. In her caption, Inas shares her aspirations: “I dream of living on a farm with 
my  family,  because life in a tent is very hard” (Quilty, 2018, p. 189).

Her expression of hardships living in informal settlements is certainly shared 
by over 1.5 million refugees that currently live across Lebanon as harsh winters and 
unbearable summers have severely reduced their quality of life and have affected 
their well- being. In her drawing, the use of color is contrasted by the amount of 
blank space, perhaps illustrating that visiting the park provides a few moments 
of respite in her difficult life. Despite  these adversities, Inas hopes for a better 
 future with her  family, indicated by the sun peeking through the clouds  behind 
her. In another safe space in northern Lebanon, 18- year- old Syrian refugee Alaa 
expresses a sense of agency over her life that Inas is seemingly building  toward: 
“The most valuable lesson I have learned  here is that, although life is hard and it’s 
scary, I  can’t give up. I have to take owner ship of my own life—it is mine and it  will 
be full” (Anera, 2019).

conclusion
The discussion of drawings highlighted in each context serve to provide an under-
standing of girls’ experiences in refugee camps using their own words and mean-
ingful illustrations. This “difficult knowledge,” as Lehrer et  al. (2011) term it, 
highlights that “ there is an enduring sense that reluctant publics must be forced to 
confront horrific realities with which we may be somehow complicit—if only in 
our desire not to  really know” (p. 1). Clearly,  there are a number of ethical chal-
lenges when working with such collections (e.g., informed consent, owner ship, con-
fidentiality, safety and security, accessibility, and interpretation and repre sen ta tion), 
an area that is discussed in detail in a chapter exploring tensions in depicting 
 children’s drawings of sexual vio lence (Khan, 2018). However, what this chapter 
most reminds us of is that such collections are imperative in contextualizing girls’ 
experiences from their own words and illustrations.  There is a moral obligation to 
ensure that  these drawings and their collections are not viewed in isolation but 
essentially as representative of girls’ lives in how they see themselves as active 
members of their communities.
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notes
1.  To view Majuma’s (age 12) drawing, visit: https:// www . globalcitizen . org / en / content / rohingya 
- refugee - children - drawings - one - year/
2.  To view Neige’s (age 13) drawings, visit: https:// www . unhcr . org / be / wp - content / uploads 
/ sites / 46 / 2017 / 11 / UNHCR - Children _ Drawing _ Book - screen . pdf
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13 • YOUNG  PEOPLE WITH 
REFUGEE EXPERIENCES AS 
AUTHORS AND ARTISTS  
OF PICTURE BOOKS
A P R I L  M A N D RO N A ,  E J  M I L N E ,  
TH E A  S H A H RO K H,  M I C H A E L I N A J A K A L A , 
M ATE J A  C E L E ST I N A ,  L E E S A  H A M I LTO N,  
A N D  C L A U D I A  M I TC H E L L

This chapter draws on an ongoing transnational research study that 
positions young  people as producers of their own media content, primarily as a 
platform for disrupting problematic repre sen ta tions of refugees and newcomers. 
The impetus for this proj ect comes from recognition that despite the ubiquity of 
lit er a ture for  children in schools and homes, the industry is dominated by adult 
authors and illustrators with relatively few opportunities for young  people to con-
tribute to the creation of narratives that reflect their unique lived realities, imagin-
ings, and knowledges (exceptions include initiatives such as the Scholastic Art & 
Writing Awards1). Currently, the majority of books for young readers in the 
Global North still reflect dominant white, middle- class perspectives, although 
 there are some contributions that incorporate storylines which include the per-
spectives of refugees and mi grants,  people of color, Indigenous  Peoples, gender 
and sexual minorities, and  people with disabilities. In the U.S. context, the Coop-
erative  Children’s Book Center, a national book examination body, tracks annually 
the number of books by or about minority groups. In 2018, for example, just 
12  percent of all books received  were  either by or about Latinx  peoples (Coopera-
tive  Children’s Book Center, 2019).

In 2017, we began the Picture Book Proj ect, a research partnership between the 
Nova Scotia College of Art & Design in Halifax, Canada, and the Centre for Trust, 
Peace & Social Relations at Coventry University in the United Kingdom. The goal 
of the proj ect is to support young  people with refugee experiences in the creation 
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and dissemination of their own picture books. The proj ect explores the possibili-
ties of this literary genre by looking at what belonging, displacement, movement, 
and mobility mean at vari ous points in time, in vari ous locales, for diff er ent young 
 people. We are particularly interested in how young  people can express them-
selves through art- making and narrative and how adult researchers can affirm 
collaborative, dialogic relationships that make vis i ble the oft- obscured social iden-
tities and realities of con temporary young  people. The research teams in each 
study location also partnered with local area ser vice providers. The Halifax team 
worked in collaboration with Immigrant Ser vices Association of Nova Scotia 
(ISANS). The Coventry team worked in collaboration with Coventry Libraries 
and Coventry City Council and Partners.

context
Since the beginning of the so- called Eu ro pean refugee crisis, the number of forci-
bly displaced  peoples has risen to 70.8 million, the highest since World War II, and 
nearly 25.9 million refugees, over half of whom are  under the age of 18 (United 
Nations High Commissioner for Refugees [UNHCR], 2018). Although  people 
may leave their homes for many reasons, including persecution, climate change, or 
war, the majority of  today’s refugees come from Syria where violent conflict puts 
civilians at risk of bodily harm, death, and extreme poverty. Of the 12 million Syr-
ians who have fled, half are  children (ISANS, 2017). Operation Syrian Refugees 
was Canada’s response to the humanitarian crisis in Syria (Government of Can-
ada, 2017). Over the span of 100 days, beginning in November 2015, the Canadian 
government worked with individuals and organ izations to welcome more than 
25,000 Syrian refugees. As of January  29, 2017, Canada has resettled 40,081 
Syrian refugees (Government of Canada, 2017). According to the UN Global 
Trends Report, in 2018 alone, Canada resettled 28,100 of the 92,400 who  were 
resettled in twenty- five countries worldwide (UNHCR, 2018). In Halifax, Nova 
Scotia, over 300 refugee  children entered the school system in 2016 (Tutton, 2016). 
 England has similarly pledged to resettle 23,000 refugees by 2020 (Refugee Coun-
cil, 2019). Coventry, a city of 330,000  people, has actively campaigned to host refu-
gees and has given homes to the largest number of Syrian refugees outside London 
(590 up to March 2019). Dubbed the City of Peace and Reconciliation and a City 
of Sanctuary, Coventry has a history of providing sanctuary and support to asy-
lum seekers, refugees, and mi grants.

Despite the efforts of governments and individuals, newcomers clearly face sig-
nificant obstacles, including isolation and pervasive discrimination (Proctor, 
2016). The resettlement of  children from refugee backgrounds pre sents specific 
challenges related to educational and sociocultural issues, such as trauma from 
past experiences, previously disrupted schooling, language barriers, lack of cultur-
ally responsive learning materials and instruction, and bullying (Dryden- Peterson, 
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2016). Parents of young refugees also experience barriers to understanding and 
connecting with local community members and navigating institutional struc-
tures (Li, 2015). For example, the representatives from ISANS indicated that they 
had recently resettled a  family that had been waiting in a refugee camp for twenty 
years. Daily life in a camp is very diff er ent from what can be expected in Canada 
and the United Kingdom, and a significant number of young  people from refugee 
backgrounds have not had access to formal education and have also experienced 
diff er ent schooling practices.

theorizing  children’s narratives and poetics
The Picture Book Proj ect2 builds on the research team’s participatory creative 
work with  children on social justice issues ( Jakala, 2013; Mandrona, 2014; Mitch-
ell et  al., 2016; Wilson & Milne, 2015), alongside work with young  people and 
book publishing (Mitchell, 2006; Mitchell & Longmoore, 1987; Mitchell & Singh, 
1991). The conceptualization of this work with  children within participatory 
research approaches and in the context of  human rights and social justice issues 
serves to reframe the agenda of child- led book publishing. An extensive body of 
research affirms that reading picture books has significant positive effects on 
 children’s language and literacy development (Aram & Biron, 2004; Neuman 
et al., 2000; Phipps, 2016; Strickland & Morrow, 1989). It is also established that 
for  children of mi grant and refugee backgrounds, participating in initiatives 
that involve telling one’s story (Emert, 2014), including through artistic expres-
sion (Clacherty, 2015), can have a positive effect on well- being and dealing with 
trauma.

The pre sent research is informed by critical childhood studies (Esser et  al., 
2016; James & Prout, 2015; Jamieson & Milne, 2012), which conceptualizes 
 children as a diverse group of  people capable of responding to the world around 
them in myriad ways. This theoretical framework positions  children as beings in 
their own right with valid insights and as agents of social change capable of mak-
ing contributions to areas such as public policy, education, and research method-
ologies. In this approach, we recognize  children as active citizens with a right to 
create their own repre sen ta tions and literacy materials, and a need to be listened 
to and interact with  others. Although recent feminist-  and postcolonial- informed 
approaches to research and pedagogy have made significant attempts to access 
 children’s perspectives, the majority of research paradigms are largely adult cen-
tered. Working with narrative frameworks that emphasize fluid and reflexive 
approaches to engaging with participants’ realities offers a way to encapsulate dif-
fer ent reflections and narrations of  children’s lives.

We also recognize an inherent tension that emerges from inviting young 
 people to generate narratives and artwork that are then arranged into textual 
forms when oral traditions of many cultures from which con temporary refugees 
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come are vitally impor tant to the maintenance of cultural and interpersonal 
relationships. In contexts of state and factional vio lence, minority discourses 
and dissent must often be expressed orally to help protect the speakers, given 
that such voices are viewed as a threat or subversion to be silenced.  There is also 
something to be said for  children’s own culture that is infused with the oral nar-
ration of their lives and imaginings, often through play. But we also recognize 
the inherent power of the picture book—as a legitimized object that defines 
what information and experience is knowable, archived, and made vis i ble for 
young  people, and the power that comes with identifying oneself in a story. The 
power of books as platforms for communication, understanding, recognition, 
and expression is undeniable. The book’s longevity and shareability make it an 
essential vehicle of knowledge dissemination. Thus, through this proj ect, we 
have been looking for ways to create openings in this genre to amplify voices in 
ways that disrupt dominant (mis)repre sen ta tions of forcibly displaced young 
 people.

Emergent research is beginning to more fully address the impact of devastat-
ing external influences, such as war, on young  people’s lives. The repre sen ta tion 
of violent conflict and trauma in  children’s productions provides a point of entry 
for understanding individual and collective agency and expression. Books of 
poetry and drawings by  children imprisoned in Nazi concentration camps like 
I Never Saw Another Butterfly (Volakova, 1962) show the brutality of the Holo-
caust and the intricacies of  children’s rejection of and adherence to the social 
identities imposed on them. More recently the art of Canadian “Indian” Resi-
dential School survivors (now in their 60s and 70s) was part of an exhibition at 
the Museum of Vancouver titled  There is Truth  Here: Creativity and Resilience 
in  Children’s Art from Indian Residential and Day Schools.3 The work made vis-
i ble their connection to their culture that was being systematically severed. 
Amid the ongoing detention of mi grant  children separated from their parents 
by U.S. Customs and Border Protection, pediatricians shared disturbing draw-
ings made by the  children that depicted  people in cages. The Smithsonian 
National Museum of American History has expressed interest in obtaining the 
drawings, stating that “the museum has a long commitment to telling the com-
plex and complicated history of the United States and to documenting that his-
tory as it unfolds” (Ingber, 2019, para. 7). While such images help to sharply 
focus moments of  great injustices and cruelty suffered by vulnerable groups, 
equally impor tant is what comes next for survivors. In the case of  children with 
refugee experiences, once they have moved or have been resettled, we ask them 
what choices and challenges they face. What are their pro cesses of adaptation? 
 Little is known about the perspectives, priorities, expectations, aspirations, or 
creativity of  these young  people. What do they imagine as pos si ble  futures for 
themselves and  others? For  those fleeing destruction and persecution, this co- 
occurs with a loss of cultural heritage and artistic values, traditions, and narrative 



 Young Refugees as Authors and Artists of Picture Books 263

histories (Sharma, 2016). How then can the visual become a space of reclama-
tion and revisioning?

objectives
In response to continuing racist and xenophobic sentiments and events, hundreds 
of North American authors and illustrators have committed to the creation of 
 children’s lit er a ture that combats divisive and oppressive po liti cal and social struc-
tures. For example, the Declaration in Support of  Children, signed by almost 700 
(and counting) of  those working in  children’s lit er a ture and developed by the 
Brown Bookshelf reads as follows:

We, the undersigned . . .  do publicly affirm our commitment to using our talents 
and varied forms of artistic expression to help eliminate the fear that takes root in 
the  human heart amid lack of familiarity and understanding of  others; the type of 
fear that feeds ste reo types, bitterness, racism, and hatred. . . .  For our young read-
ers, we  will create stories that offer au then tic and recognizable reflections of them-
selves, as well as relatable insight into experiences which on the surface appear 
markedly diff er ent. . . .  We  will plant seeds of empathy, fairness and empowerment 
through words and pictures. (Lyons, 2016, paras. 2 and 5)

The Brown Bookshelf is an American group that promotes the positive repre sen-
ta tion of  people of color in  children’s lit er a ture. The group affirms that  children’s 
lit er a ture is possibly the most influential literary genre of all and that it is their 
mission to promote understanding and justice through art.

This declaration also positions adult scholars and authors as necessary allies for 
young  people directly affected by prejudice, misrepre sen ta tion, and erasure. It is 
clear that failure to more fully address whose stories get told and why  will have 
devastating effects for marginalized young  people. Increasing the diversity of nar-
ratives that are given a platform  will also greatly benefit  children from dominant 
social groups, for such practice helps to redefine what is knowable and what lived 
realities are valued. We have three objectives: (1) To develop innovative, child- 
centered approaches to picture book making that promote ac cep tance of and soli-
darity with refugees, (2) to amplify the voices and engagement of  children through 
activities based on their creative input and decision making, and (3) to produce a 
toolkit and knowledge mobilization platforms to engage relevant stakeholders in 
refugee settlement and integration.

It is well established that in the Global North, picture books (reading and being 
read to) support  children’s language and literacy development, as well as critical 
thinking skills and empathetic understanding of  others. In this context, picture 
books are a part of  children’s daily routines and experiences in both home and 
school; however, this was not a real ity for a number of the young  people with 
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whom we worked. Relatedly,  there are numerous picture books and lit er a ture for 
young adults that address pressing social issues. Notable titles include Stepping 
Stones: A Refugee  Family’s Journey by Margriet Ruurs (2016); Two White Rabbits by 
Jairo Buitrago (2015); A Is for Activist by Innosanto Nagara (2012); and A  Family Is 
a  Family Is a  Family by Sara O’Leary (2016). Fiction and nonfiction picture books 
are used to develop  children’s emotional and embodied understanding of con-
cepts like community, inclusion,  family, friendship, home, and belonging (Roche, 
2015; Cotton, 2000) and what it is like to experience loss of  these structures due to 
forced displacement, poverty, discrimination, and vio lence (Hope, 2015). Picture 
books have long been promoted as an effective way for  children to explore differ-
ence, develop empathy, and exercise civic participation (Nikolajeva, 2013; Wan, 
2006). This is something we see in a picture book on the teen climate change 
activist, Greta Thunberg, Our House Is on Fire by Jeanette Winter (2019). With 
reference, specifically to “critical multicultural analy sis of  children’s lit er a ture,” 
Botelho and Rudman (2009) argue for a focus on “the examination of power as a 
 factor in what gets written, illustrated, and published” (p. 101).

As pointed out by published child author Adora Svitak (2010), rarely do 
 children’s book publishers work directly with  children to develop content, let 
alone content that allows them to explore personally meaningful narratives. One 
notable exception is the South African author Beverly Naidoo’s (1995) work with 
street  children to produce No Turning Back: A Novel of South Africa. In Svitak’s 
(2010) words, “Our inherent wisdom  doesn’t have to be insiders’ knowledge. Kids 
already do a lot of learning from adults, and we have a lot to share; I think that 
adults should start learning from kids . . .  the real ity is a  little diff er ent and it has to 
do with trust or a lack of it. When you  don’t trust someone, you place restrictions 
on them. What’s even worse than restriction, is that adults often underestimate 
kids’ abilities” (n.p.). Another exception is the book If I Go Missing by a 17- year- old 
Indigenous girl in Canada, Brianna Jonnie (2019), written with the assistance of 
her aunt, Nahanni Shingoose, and dealing with the situation of missing and mur-
dered Indigenous  women and girls.

research
To date, the Picture Book Proj ect has involved close to sixty  children, both boys and 
girls ranging in age from 7 to 18. Older and younger participants attended separate 
workshops to better identify their unique concerns and ways of working. The 
majority have refugee experiences (as a displaced person forced to leave their home 
due to vio lence, persecution, or climate disaster), or they are the  children of refu-
gees. Most have come from Syria, with  others from Iran, Iraq, Myanmar, Nigeria, 
Pakistan, Sudan, and Yemen. All participants  were known to our partner organ-
izations and  were invited to participate based on interest in art- making. Some self- 
identified as refugees, whereas  others actively rejected such designations  because 
of the negative connotations associated with the terms and the discrimination that 
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they often experienced from peers, the general public, government workers, and 
educators. The length of time spent in the host countries also ranged, with some 
 children having arrived only a few weeks before the onset of the proj ect and  others 
having lived in the country for many years or for their entire life.

Each book- making workshop has involved young  people working alongside 
artists, storytellers, translators, students, and parents who helped to plan and facil-
itate the art- making and storytelling activities. The artists  were members of the 
local communities who  were mi grants themselves or who had experiences of 
migration to other countries. Similarly, the hiring practices for the student facilita-
tors and artists employed by the proj ect prioritized  those who had migration 
experiences. At the time of the workshops, the young  people had varying levels of 
En glish proficiency, from  limited to fluent, so where needed young  people  were 
supported by interpreters (Arabic, Aramaic, Kurdish, Farsi, and Turkish), many of 
whom also had artistic skills. It is impor tant to note that a number of the young 
 people used the book- making activity and their readings at the book launch as a 
positive motivation to learn En glish.

The Pro cess
The picture book creation pro cess invited participants to design what Gangi and 
Barowsky, (2009) refer to as multimodal narratives that represent and reflect upon 
their lives and interests, through what Li (2015) refers to as a “mediated space” or 
“multidirectional interaction and negotiation focusing on commonalities between 
and among cultures, and negotiating diff er ent views and practices among mem-
bers involved” (p. 242). This approach is situated within a perspective which rec-
ognizes that literacy is neither singular nor bound solely to text but is understood as 
involving reading, writing, speaking, listening, and visualization practices (Skinner & 
Hagood, 2008).

Workshops followed two formats: several consecutive days of concentrated 
activities to work through a series of prompts and art proj ects; and workshops 
that lasted for a few hours, recurring over several weeks. Both formats followed 
similar patterns of discussion, reading/listening, making, and sharing. In each 
of the steps the facilitators emphasized the importance of the young  people 
telling the story that they wanted to tell in the way that they wanted to tell it. 
Some of the participants chose to work collectively on a single narrative, although 
most chose to be sole authors. The general prompt for the workshops was notions 
of “home” and the vari ous meanings associated with it. This includes the physi-
cal space of home as well as familial, affective, and cognitive understandings 
(figure 13.1). The young  people  were not asked to disclose anything about “being 
a refugee,” such as their journeys or what they may have witnessed. However, 
some  were adamant that this was the story they wanted to tell. Where this was 
impor tant to the young person, they  were supported to create a narrative, 
which would support their storytelling without their or the readers’ retrauma-
tization. Participant consensus on narrative devices, art medium, length, and 
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subject  matter was neither pos si ble nor desirable. The following is a composite 
description of the two workshops at each site  because the workshops did not 
follow the same format, but each responded to the specifics of the given 
context.

Phase 1: Establishing Space
• The first meeting set the communal goals of the workshops. This included an 

extended discussion of the ethics of making stories with  others (beyond the 
pro cesses required by institutional protocol, see Story Centre, n.d.) that 
helped to establish an outline for how participants wanted the creative pro-
cess to unfold, and how they conceptualized respectful listening and telling 
(re spect of  people, space, ideas, materials). The guidelines generated focused 
on well- being and how to act  toward  others rather than how not to act. For 
example, “Encourage each other with kind words,” “Try new  things,” and “Ask 
questions.”

• Although some of the participants knew one another (they had shared involve-
ment with settlement organ izations or  were neighbors or classmates), we all 
engaged in personal mapping activities that the participants and research team 
used to visually communicate to the group their ideas, experiences, and aspira-

Figure 13.1. Mapping various meanings of “home.”
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tions. Mixed- media collage was used to answer questions such as What is a 
meaningful place for you? What are you interested in? and What makes you 
most happy?

• Each young person then received an idea board and a notebook where they 
could put images, words, and thoughts. Facilitators led discussions to identify 
the young  people’s insights, emotional responses, and meaningful ideas or 
moments (e.g., What sort of story do you want to tell? What do you think your 
story means?).

• A small library of books specifically selected for diversity of subject  matter, 
characters, art form, style, language, and text (with and without)  were on hand 
for participants to look at and add to.

Phase 2: Narrative Building
• Story generation was introduced through the reading of books, both from the 

proj ect library and through other sources, such as short animations and digi-
tal narratives in multiple languages. Some facilitators also performed stories 
orally while live drawing  simple illustrations (figure  13.2). Participants  were 
invited to consider how to formulate their own stories, in what language, with 
only images, through writing or dictation, what form any text was to take 
(prose, poetics), the story arch (linear, open, nonsensical), and genre (fiction, 
nonfiction).

Figure 13.2. Workshop facilitator and research assistant Benja telling an oral story about a 
lion and his human friend.
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• To concretize the narratives, story boards  were provided for mapping out the 
relationship between message, image, and pre sen ta tion style (figure 13.3).

• Discussions on the ingredients for a story  were used to begin to think through 
notions of character, setting, action, events, and theme, and facilitators worked 
with participants individually and in groups to refine their narratives. As 
the nature of the workshops was known to participants prior to the work-
shops, some came with stories already written on their mobile phones or in 
notebooks.

Phase 3: Material Explorations
• Art media varied across study locations and reflected the interests and exper-

tise of the facilitators and participants. Two-  and three- dimensional arts forms 
included textiles, embroidery, weaving, collage, drawing, acrylic and water-
color painting, silk screen, relief printing, letter press, paper sculpture, photog-
raphy, polymer clay and plasticine sculpture, and mixed media compositions. 
Media and concepts like characters  were introduced through short activities 
that could then be expanded upon to create the more complex story visuals 
(figure 13.4).

• Explorations of and development of characters: working from the ideas in the 
story boards, participants used the materials and tools at their disposal to repre-

Figure 13.3. Participant storyboard example.
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sent concepts of roles, identities, and interactions. Guiding questions ranged 
from Who or what can a character be (a person, shape, color,  thing)? to How 
would  others describe your character?

• Explorations and development of setting/environment/background: partici-
pants created the story environments through a pro cess similar to the character 
development: What can be a setting? What is the relationship between the set-
ting and the character(s)?

Phase 4: Story Compilation and Finding Closure
• Young  people then worked to compile the visuals and, where they  were being 

included, texts, into a final picture book. This involved clearly identifying the 
sequencing of the final images and corresponding text. This is impor tant 
 because through iterations of developing the story young  people may not end 
with the story they had planned in their story board.

• In order to create a sense of closure within the pro cess the young  people shared 
their completed picture books in a final story circle. This provides an impor tant 
witnessing space for the young  people’s stories and builds insight into the lives 
and imaginations of the  others they had gone through the pro cess with. It also 
acts as a cele bration to mark their achievements and cements the friendships 
that have been formed.

Figure 13.4. Moveable paper character digitally imposed on photographed felted back-
ground by facilitator and designer Emma Allain.
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Phase 5: Design and Layout
• The young  people chose what language(s) to write the final texts in. In Coven-

try for example, the majority of participants chose to write their original stories 
in En glish, a few used their first or second language, and one created a trilingual 
text. However, when it came to the final stage, all wanted their texts in En glish.

• Once the narratives and artwork  were finalized by the young  people, the 
designer created mock- ups using Adobe software. At the request of the partici-
pants, text was coedited with them for consistency and adherence to conven-
tions of the chosen language(s). The participants reviewed each draft and 
physically signed off on each page of the final versions before they went to 
print. We used the self- publishing platform Blurb  because of the com pany’s 
many printing locations around the world.

Phase 6: Dissemination
• To share the young  people’s stories with wider audiences including community 

members, policy makers, ser vice providers, government, educators, libraries, 
and the media, book readings and exhibitions  were held in the study locations. 
With the help of translators, the participants read their books aloud in multiple 
languages and discussed the book- making pro cess. In Coventry the authors 
 were also invited to give a public book reading and question and answer ses-
sion as part of Refugee Week activities run by Coventry Central Library.

• Copies of all the books published are part of the regular circulations at the 
local libraries. Digital copies of the books are available via the online cata log at 
Coventry Libraries, and are also available upon request by community groups, 
settlement organ izations, libraries, and schools. Each young person was also 
given several copies to send to  family members living overseas, and to donate 
to their school, members of the community, and local community groups. The 
accompanying toolkit for the implementation of the book making is  under way 
at the time of writing this chapter.

 toward a framework of analy sis
 Because this proj ect is intentionally designed as a pi lot, we are working  toward 
best practices for supporting  children in the telling and visualizing of stories. 
Analy sis as a  whole has involved several layers: dialogue (the workshops and 
reflections  were recorded); participant feedback (how they felt about each day 
and general impressions); team reflections (all members shared ongoing feed-
back and ideas to address questions of voice, power, and social positioning as well 
as pedagogical logistics); and the books and artwork  were explored for patterns in 
style, content, narrative devices, artistic approaches, message, and the relationship 
between text and images.  Here we focus mostly on aspects of the books and par-
ticipant statements.
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The Picture Books: Shifting Narratives
The young  people created stories that touch on a variety of topics and subjects of 
importance to them, including  family, destruction, cooperation, love, and creativ-
ity. The main characters included both  people and animals. Of the diverse range of 
narrative and repre sen ta tional strategies used by the participants, three main 
approaches emerged: fantasy, narrative fiction, and autobiography.  Here we offer a 
closer reading of a se lection of books from the foregoing strategies before conclud-
ing with some reflections on the practice of making books with young  people as 
a means of better understanding the relationships between their art, words, and 
the sphere of con temporary  children’s book publishing. In  doing so we recognize the 
nuanced nature of the meaning and knowledge embedded in the young  people’s 
creative decisions and intentions and in the aspects of themselves that they offer 
through the books. We enter into such analy sis “with a sense of both appreciation 
for and skepticism about what we can claim to know about the young  people’s 
selves and identities” through their art- making (Luttrell et al., 2012, p. 165).

Fantasy
A Heart, a Duck, an Old Man, and Outer Space is a collectively produced volume of 
four stories from one of the Halifax groups. One of the stories, The Duck and the 
Snail, has ele ments of the mundane and the fantastical. Made by young boys who 
combined their individual screen- printed artworks, it has few words but is strong 
in its message:

This is a snail’s home.
He went for a walk.
The snail gets stuck in the mud and the rocks.
A big girl saw the snail. The girl stepped on the snail by accident.
A duck saw the hurt snail.
A car was driving and ran over the duck.
The car kept  going, and drove over the mountains.
The driver saw a monster.
The end.

The high contrast of the two- tone screen- printed images is a fitting aesthetic for 
the intensity of the narrative. The images are sharp but whimsical. The words are 
matter- of- fact. Arranging the text into stanzas reveals the poetics, with multiple 
interpretations pos si ble. The narrative is inconclusive; it follows an open struc-
ture. For the reader, it could be about comeuppance or a reflection of how events 
in the world often unfold: bad  things may happen by accident or  because of the 
deliberate actions of  others. And sometimes  there are monsters.

Fantasy was also used to enable meta phor in young  people’s storytelling. This 
worked to provide a safer way to speak to painful experiences, make sense of 
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them, and imagine new possibilities. In one girl’s story, The Magical Wood, we are 
introduced to Centrella, a young  woman from Blackpool who has a piece of 
wood that turns out to be magical. At night she dreams—of sweets, of her dead 
 mother, and a new love— and the piece of wood helps to manifest new realities. 
Each time Centrella exclaims, “That is MAGIC!” We see Centrella’s life unfold 
with her husband Jack. At the end of the book the  couple die, but their two 
 children discover the magic. The story depicts death and heartache with playful-
ness and in the context of regeneration and enduring love. The tale has ele ments 
of deep sorrow, but it is also clearly hopeful and bright. This story also pre sents 
where the bound aries between personal experience and fantasy are agitated as 
well as  those between the physical and spiritual planes; it is fantastical but draws 
on acute experiences of pain and  future possibility. The author’s  mother died a 
few years ago, so the book became a way of using magic and dreams to bring back 
a version of her  mother and continue their relationship. In the young author hav-
ing her  mother’s reassurance through her dreams and the magic gift that her 
mum had given her (to magic  things up), she could live her  imagined  future, with 
all working out well.

Narrative Fiction
Many of the books produced fall into narrative fiction, as the authors describe 
 people,  things, and events that could exist or that  were inspired by happenings in 
their own lives. In both study locations participants in de pen dently opted to write 
about lost animals, specifically pets, who  were eventually re united with their care-
givers. This topic was significant for the young authors. Other participants also 
spoke about or showed photos on their cell phones of the pets that they had to 
leave  behind. In Salem’s aptly named story The Lost Dog, the foreword says, “I love 
dogs. I left my dog in Lebanon. I miss her.” The main  human character, Jonny, has 
a tiny puppy that grows bigger with each passing year, and as he grows his owner 
has less and less time for him. One day the dog gets lost in a park but is found by 
an old man, whom the dog loves. When the old man sees a poster made by Jonny, 
he re unites the two. Jonny realizes that the old man and the dog are very fond of 
each other so the three of them often visit and spend time together. The book 
ends with the old man’s death and Johnny and the dog visiting his grave for 
solace.

In a futuristic telling of a similar adventure (currently untitled), a lonely robot 
whose job it is to clean up the city streets, finds a lost dog that he proceeds to take 
care of  until he discovers a “lost dog” poster. The robot then returns the missing 
pet to a young girl. The short narrative ends with the robot feeling happy that he 
could help but also saddened by the prospect of facing a lonely existence.

As with the other picture books described  here, the experience and emotions 
conveyed are not straightforward. Exchanges between diff er ent characters and 
their respective environments unfold in unexpected ways. Affect is presented as a 
complex experience with polar emotions like pain, loss, care, and love entwined.



 Young Refugees as Authors and Artists of Picture Books 273

Autobiographies
Several of the participants chose to capture their own interpretations of vio lence, 
loss, relocation, and hope.  These books recount their lives prior to settlement in 
Canada or  England and depict what they fled but also what they left  behind and 
the ways in which they now navigate the world.

The opening page of My Story states the young author’s name and that she is 
from Syria. It continues, “I am 11 years old and I made this story. This is a real story 
that happened to me.” The straightforward declaration dissolves any doubts that 
the reader may have about the authenticity of what they are about to read. The 
book expresses her love for Syria and that it is her country. She tells us that her 
 brother died, and that her  family fled to Lebanon and eventually resettled (unhap-
pily) in  England. The author ends with, “I just carried on life with my  family,” an 
unapologetic assessment of what it means to leave your home  behind and live in a 
new place. In contrast, some of the young  people like Mohammed (11 years old), 
wanted to express joy at living in a new place: “I’m feeling happy now!”

 Others had similar purposes. About her book, The Flower of Sadness, one 
18- year- old young  woman explained, “I wanted to show the life or death situation 
my  family was in. It was terrible. It was dangerous and many  people had to leave 
their homes. We are thinking about  others who have been through or are  going 
through what it was like for us. Life is very diff er ent in Coventry.” The autobio-
graphical nature was also impor tant to another young  woman in Coventry who 
wanted to  counter jibes she had experienced where one teenager from Coventry 
was told, “You  can’t be a refugee, refugees arrive in boats.” Writing about her jour-
ney and arrival in  England by airplane allowed her to pre sent a  counter to this 
narrative and explain the role of the United Nations in resettling refugees in the 
United Kingdom.

 Children’s Media in the Media
For the purposes of this chapter we focus on the Coventry site. The Coventry 
book launch event was attended by media from local news radio stations and BBC 
Online. Despite the range of aesthetics, genres, approaches, art forms, and com-
municative devices used by the participants, the members of the press who  were 
in attendance  were preoccupied with the circumstances that had rendered  these 
young  people refugees. The research team was prepared to engage with the press 
and had developed a press statement and strategies to ensure that the young 
 people could voice their opinions but  were also supported in their communica-
tion with reporters. We provided a variety of images and excerpts to showcase in 
the news story, yet the featured stories  were almost exclusively focused on 
accounts of death, destruction, fear, poverty, and illness. Even when  these themes 
occurred alongside positive ele ments demonstrating resilience and agency of the 
young  people the expected tropes of violent conflict dominated. This sentiment 
was coupled with an articulation of relief and joy felt by the young  people upon 
starting their new lives in the United Kingdom.
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Although we recognize that this was only one radio interview and one article 
written by the BBC about the research, it nonetheless risked retraumatization as 
the reporters asked the young  people to recount violent attacks and journeys to 
safety. It also reifies the discourse of Western nations (and the United Kingdom in 
par tic u lar), as the saviors of refugees from the atrocities of war, alongside ideas of 
deservingness of refugee status being associated with extreme vulnerability and 
victimhood. The personal and collective capacity and strength of  those who have 
been displaced are overshadowed by the narrow refugee- as- victim rhe toric. This 
experience with the mainstream media has prompted us to carefully revisit our 
presumptions and preparations regarding the fulfilment of the research goals, par-
ticularly “to amplify the voices and engagement of  children through activities 
based on their creative input and decision- making.”

conclusion
Picture book production invites intimate telling, making experiences and 
thoughts, even  those that are beyond comprehension, concrete and knowable in 
some way. As suggested by neuroscientist Oliver Sacks (1998), “To be ourselves 
we must have ourselves— possess, if need be repossess, our life- stories. We must 
‘recollect’ ourselves, recollect the inner drama, the narrative, of ourselves” (p. 111). 
In so  doing, Sacks argues, we shape our sense of self in neurological as well as 
social ways. In essence we are our biographies. However, it is also  here that a 
significant ethical tension arises. For while  these young  people are, like all of us, 
products of their realities, they are not defined by them. The participants are infi-
nitely more than their histories. Perhaps in the retelling and framing of their sto-
ries by the bound aries of the page, they si mul ta neously possess and lose control of 
their own narratives,  because once committed to the printed form the stories are 
made available for  others to interpret and assume what they  will.

For researchers like ourselves, the answer to this dilemma is not obvious. Ask-
ing young  people to depict only topics we deem acceptable— for fear that they 
may be traumatized or stigmatized should their stories of war trap them in the 
flattened category of “refugee”— does a disser vice to them. Yet, is it pos si ble to 
enable the telling of difficult knowledges and also prevent any negative repercus-
sions? The ethics of using storytelling in any format at this pre sent moment is very 
difficult to navigate. This moment is made up of both exclusionary public and 
po liti cal narratives as well as reductive identities that limit what we can know 
and how we can build connections across lines of perceived difference. One of the 
 things that has yet to be addressed in a deep and effective way is how any 
participant- produced media is intertwined in a global culture that fails to protect 
 people from discrimination and abuse and may actually create opportunities for 
further marginalization.

Researchers then are left with the choice of pursuing arts- based methods and 
limiting the dissemination of participant productions, encouraging wider dissem-



 Young Refugees as Authors and Artists of Picture Books 275

ination that may risk the well- being of participants, or moving away from this sort 
of methodology altogether. It is also  here that tension arises between researchers 
as benevolent paternalists and researchers as allies who support participants in the 
telling and sharing of their own content. None of  these three options seem appro-
priate given the urgency with which researchers must respond to the continued 
maltreatment of  those with refugee experiences. The  matter is made additionally 
complex by working with  those who may also be minors, as  there are additional 
layers of discrimination and gatekeeping imposed on the young. Thus we call for a 
wider discussion in the academic and activist communities about how and when 
we use participatory arts- based research methods. We consider not only how to 
support the creation of content that  counters negative images but how to embed 
such methodologies with approaches for navigating the media landscape more 
broadly (e.g., how to speak to the press, policy makers, and ser vice providers and 
how to address any backlash) and creating mechanisms for meaningful change in 
terms of how nonmainstream understandings are taken up.
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teens in grades 7 to 12: https:// www . artandwriting . org/
2.  The proj ect is supported by an Insight Development Grant from the Social Sciences & 
Humanities Research Council of Canada (entitled “For Us by Us”:  Children’s Picture Books to 
Promote Solidarity & Ac cep tance in the Age of Refugees).
3.  Museum of Vancouver.  There is truth  here: Creativity and resilience in  children’s art from Indian 
residential and day schools [Exhibition]. http:// uvac . uvic . ca / gallery / truth / .
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leesa ha milton  is a textile artist and educator based in Halifax, Nova Scotia, 
Canada. She is currently working at NSCAD University (Nova Scotia College of Art 
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and Design) in the textiles department and coordinating community engagement 
programming. She has a long history in community arts program development 
and delivery with underrepresented communities, with a par tic u lar focus on 
working with street- involved youth. She has studied costume design at Dalhousie 
University and fashion at George Brown College, and she holds a master’s in adult 
education from the Ontario Institute for Studies in Education, University of 
Toronto, Ontario, Canadas.

michaelina jakal a  is an ethnographer at the Centre for Trust, Peace and Social 
Relations, Coventry University, United Kingdom. She has a PhD in peace studies 
from the University of Bradford, United Kingdom. Her doctoral research was on 
peacebuilding, transitional justice, and reparation among survivors of war time 
sexual vio lence in Bosnia and Herzegovina. Her research interests broadly focus 
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She has experience with participatory research and arts- based methods. Dr. Jakala 
has or ga nized, chaired, and presented at a variety of international conferences and 
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gram and supervises PhD students.

andrew jones  works as the International Medical Corps, Child Protection and 
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fatima khan  is a PhD candidate in the Department of Integrated Studies in 
Education at McGill University, Montreal, Canada. Her research explores  children’s 
well- being in adverse contexts (i.e., conflict zones and disaster- struck areas) from 
historical, cultural, and psychosocial perspectives. By conceptualizing and under-
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spent seventeen years working in international development education. Dr. Linds 
also worked for six years in community tele vi sion, radio, and newspapers in 
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churnjeet mahn  is a chancellor’s fellow and se nior lecturer in En glish at the 
University of Strathclyde, United Kingdom. Churnjeet’s research has focused on 
writing about travel, migration, and exile, with a special focus on discourses of 
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an Evidence- Base for Policy and Practice; Peace and Conflict: Journal of Peace Psy chol-
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South Africa. Her research focuses on critical participation and creative approaches 
to researching how young  people, refugees, and mi grants experience and shape 
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288 Notes on Contributors
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and  family therapist (member of the Ordre des psychologues du Québec and 
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ber for the M.Sc.(A) in  Couple and  Family Therapy. Her expertise lies in working 
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dence, and leadership among young  people. The anonymous coauthors are queer 
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identifying members and allies and include community researchers, young  people, 
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Communication and Social Change. She is passionate about working with young 
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psychosocial programs. She has completed field assignments in Af ghan i stan, Ethio-
pia, Gaza, Japan, Jordan, Lebanon, Libya, Lebanon, Pakistan, Sierra Leone, 
South Sudan, Syria, and Turkey. Inka has been a contributor to several global 
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global health and population studies from the Harvard School of Public Health.
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