Practice Tips for working with
families impacted by conflict, war,
and displacement
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We will be working with families who are
impacted by conflict and war in other countries
and may have fled to the United kingdom.

Aligned with national and global reports, Barnet has seen a marked
increase in Antisemitic and Islamophobic incidents which creates
uncertainty and fear for our residents. Whatever their cultural context this
will be especially hard for children and young people where their families
are directly impacted.

This is a guide we have adapted from evidence and research to support
practitioners following requests for some practical advice and support
when working with families affected.

You can use the guide as a reference tool to support parents and children.

It is important to note that if families are fearful
or anxious their engagement and ability to make
meaningful changes in everyday situations

will be impacted.
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Reactions to traumatic life events

Parents/caregivers/adults in many countries
usually underestimate how much children think
about war and crises, and how long afterwards
they continue to react to traumatic events,
exposure to news, media, and experiences.

Adults may have a hard time acknowledging the
intensity of a child’s reactions and how long-
lasting these are, because they cannot bear to see
how hard it is for the child, or themselves. Adults
often think this way when they themselves feel
helpless in traumatic and difficult circumstances.

Parents from many countries will want their
children to feel safe and may be frightened and
experiencing painful and distressing thoughts
and memories themselves. It can be helpful

to say to children that we cannot do anything
about what has happened, but we can help
them and their caregivers to process and share
unpleasant thoughts, feelings and memories
and try to provide practical support and trusted
relationships.

Acts of war are frightening because they cause
death and destruction. Residents with family
members in places of war or experiencing fear in
their own communities and homes could have
trouble sleeping, show irritability and anxiety
which can lead to stressful interactions and/or
discord within the family and social networks.
Conversely families experiencing traumatic events
may have learned to suppress their reactions.

Practice Tips for working with families impacted by
conflict, war, and displacement



Common reactions to trauma
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Heightened anxiety

When we feel unsafe or exposed to danger, the
brain will become more alert. In that case, the
brain is extremely sensitive to anything that
could be a sign of danger.

Signals which are completely harmless, such
as noises or movements, can be perceived as
dangerous.

An increased tendency to be startled,
difficulties concentrating and sleeping, fear of
losing those we love, and the need to be close
to those people who make us feel safe.

Children may develop separation anxiety and
they want to always have their parents within
sight. The biggest fear for children of all ages is
that something should happen to their parents
or someone they love, but they may

try to hide these feelings.
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Avoidance and anxiety

® A common reaction to trauma is to avoid

anything connected with the traumatic
experience. Situations, people, external
reminders (sounds, smells, etc.) or internal
reminders (memories and thoughts) can make
children seek to avoid the specific situation that
might trigger these thoughts and feelings.

A withdrawal from things they used to do,
thereby leading to a more restricted life. At the
same time, they may be more restless than
before because they are on the alert which
causes more anxious feelings.

Over time, these reactions can drain both
their physical and mental resources, and the
children may become passive, numb, or react
with little or no emotion.




Sadness and bereavement

® Some families may have experienced the
deaths of immediate family members, friends,
neighbours, or others. Naturally, this leads to
feelings of loss, longing, and sorrow.

® (hildren have the capacity to move in and
out of such feelings quite rapidly, and there
is a special risk of them withdrawing into
themselves if the emotions are too powerful.

® Professionals and parents can help children
regulate the force of these reactions, by
listening to them, encouraging them to share
their thoughts and reassuring them when
they have strong feelings. This helps children
gradually gain more control over their feelings.

® Explanations of what is happening, what has
happened, and what conflict is about, also
helps children to manage powerful feelings
and emotions.

Irritation and anger

® It is natural and understandable that children
can feel anger over what has happened or
happening. Their anger can be directed against
those they hold responsible for the situation,
against parents who they may feel have failed
to protect them, against others or against
themselves.

Self reproachment and guilt

® Children (and adults) can often blame
themselves for things they have done, said,
or thought (or failed to do, say, or think).
Unfortunately, this happens in many situations
where there is no basis for it.

Difficulties concentrating
and remembering

® \With increased anxiety, fear, intrusive
memories, fear of new things, and great
uncertainty concerning the future, many
children find themselves struggling with
memory and concentration problems.

® This makes it harder for them to learn new
things, especially in school where lessons
require a lot of concentration.

Difficulties sleeping

® Many children who have experienced trauma
encounter sleep problems, both in the form of
having trouble falling asleep as well as waking
up. Some of them also experience nightmares.

Physical symptoms

® Children may react with physical symptoms
such as headache, stomach pain, or pains and
discomfort elsewhere in the body. Some can
experience fainting spells , and they may also
become more tired in their day-to-day life. This
should be checked by a doctor, but most often
it is due to fear or is a consequence of them
trying to push the painful memories away.

® Post-traumatic reactions may continue for
months, sometimes even years, after the
distressing situation has ended. Some children
and adults may suffer from intrusive memories
which are known as flashbacks and can be
triggered by anything that reminds them of a
distressing event.
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What can I do to help?

® FExperiencing any of the above reactions can
be a lonely experience, especially if children
and families are mourning or worried about
their safety. Helping families keep connected
to their personal support and professional
networks is an important way and vital way
to provide help and support.

® Talking to children about what they are
afraid of, assuring them that they are now in
a safe place, encouraging them to express
themselves through writing and drawing, and
to take control over the memories, may help
reduce the symptoms.
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® Older children may feel strong indignation and

become “politicised” because of any injustice
they are experiencing. It is quite natural that
young people increase their political insight,
however it is important to be aware that
children who are isolated when accessing
information about conflict and links to politics
or religion may be especially vulnerable to
being groomed and exploited online.

Adolescents can be very sensitive to what
they see and read on social media and what
their peers might be thinking about them.

It is important to keep communicating and
listening to their points of view in a safe and
contained manner.




Advice and Tips for
Parents and Professionals

Open and direct communication

® Research and experience show that talking openly about subjects related to loss
and trauma is the best thing for children.

® Having an open dialogue about emotionally difficult subjects allow children to talk.
It is strongly advised that we tell children what we know, but to do it with
compassion and care and in a way that they will understand according to their age.
We must allow children to be upset by what they hear and be alongside them.

® [t might make children sad or even scared but communicating honestly and
directly with them is better than if they get to hear about it from someone else.

® Talking to children about the hardest and worst things helps them to manage
the difficulties that these things have caused and provides them with the best
foundation for coping in the future.

® Be aware that children may be anxious as a result of seeing images of conflict or
hearing stories that make them worried and sad. Children should be monitored
when watching the news or reports of conflict and should not watch these for
extended periods of time.

® Children should hear news from their home country, but they need guidance
from adults. Check in with them what news or social media they are listening to
and watching and how they are feeling. It is an opportunity to have a discussion
to help them to process and understand distressing information.

® When speaking to children about traumatic events, adults should listen first and
respond later. Itisimportant to let the children say what they think and feel
before adults start explaining or saying anything. This is particularly important for
the first few times where children open about difficult issues. Afterwards, their
questions should be answered honestly and directly.

You can follow up with questions that pave the way for further conversation:
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...Advice and Tips for Parents and Professionals

“What do you think about that? Have you thought a lot about...? I've been thinking
a lot about... Is there anyone you’re thinking about?” Sometimes you can start a
conversation by talking about another child and what he or she went through, and
then you can ask: “Is that something that you can relate to?”

Remember that children also need to understand adults’ reactions and thoughts.
If you do not put into words what you think and the reactions that you have,
children are left to guess at what your reactions are. This can lead to confusion,
especially if you say one thing (for example “Everything is fine”), but they observe
something completely different (fear or concern).

Adults sometimes talk amongst themselves when children are close by, about
things that are happening in their home country or about their own traumatic
experiences. Try not to expose children to adult conversations that may worry and
scare them.

You can encourage children to express what they are feeling through games or
drawings, or through creating stories together with adults. Older children can
do similar things, but they will gradually resort more to language to express
themselves. You can ask them to:

Complete sentences like “The worst thing for me was ...”, or “I wish I could have
...” They can use drama and dance, create stories, and write about everything they
have experienced.

Young people may appreciate organised discussion groups.

Ask young people how they would like you to support them and let them lead you.
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Celebrating your own
culture and other cultures

® Families usually have strong ® Putting together a genogram
and deep roots in their identity or a book, containing text and
and culture. These need to be images which tell the story of your
safequarded and celebrated family, from great-grandparents or
so children don’t feel scared or grandparents onwards; so that your
ashamed to be themselves. There children know their historical roots
can be an impact witnessing the can be therapeutic and provides a
polarisation/stigma of cultures, document for the future.

religions and countries that can
occur in communities and media.
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Reqular routines and clear rules

® Daily routines are good for us in crisis
situations because they provide us with
stability and structure in our everyday life.
This is not easy to achieve when everyday
life is unsettled, but it is nonetheless
important to try to establish.

® Standard routines for meals and playtime,
and what is acceptable in terms of
behaviour will help children and adults feel
more settled and safer.

® Parents who create structure around their

children while at the same time being
involved, warm and empathic, are giving
their children a good foundation for the
future.

Adults who are coherent and who guide
children in a calm and predictable way
teach children to process their emotions
and develop self-regulation.

The following may be a useful direct
work tool for children and young people

® [f there are thoughts that keep popping up,
such as worries and concerns, the following
method has been of help to many:

® Ask them to set aside 10-15 minutes
every day to think about the things that
worry them (or other thoughts they find
troublesome). It is important that a trusted
adult is available to comfort them if they
become overwhelmed by their thoughts.
They can consider what could turn their
concerns into reality, and the reasons why
this will not happen. In this stretch of time,
they should create space for the thoughts
that haunt them.

SOURCE:

® If thoughts pop up outside of this

“worry time”, advise the child to say to
themselves: “Oops, I've started thinking
about this again, but it belongs in my ‘worry
time’ and I'll deal with it then.” Get them

to do this every time it happens. Tell them
not to be irritated with themselves when
this happens, but just to acknowledge that
the thought came up and then repeat the
words to themselves: “Oops, I've started
thinking about this again”.

Gradually, the thoughts will stop
automatically, because everything we

do becomes automatic if we do it often
enough. But you must remind children that
they need to practice this method many
times before the worrying thoughts will
automatically stop.

How to support refugee and asylum-seeking children and young people who have experienced trauma - UK Trauma Council

Practice Tips for working with families impacted by '] ']
conflict, war, and displacement



BICS - Supporting children and young people’s wellbeing mental health and service.

BICS@barnet.gov.uk
020 8359 3130




