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Chapter 1

“When we were certain ‘Daesh1’ were here, we had one hour, sixty minutes,
to leave a place we once called home. We left our valuables, our belongings,
but most importantly, we left our memories. We left pictures of our three
boys as they were growing up.” – Mother2.
For as long as historians have documented, war has been part of people’s
lives. On ancient temples, monuments, and in archeological sites, civilizations
took pride in their abilities at conquering other lands, or in conquering those
who invaded their own (Bregman et al., 2020). Over the years, the face of war
has changed. Instead of fighting forces confining themselves to the battlefield,
residential areas and civilians have become the targets of bombs and shelling.
Hospitals, places of worship, schools, and homes and are no longer safe, but are
targets of fighting forces (Lazar & Mauch, 2000). Villages are bombed.
When villages get bombed people experience various forms of stress. “Stress
involves an individual’s emotional and behavioral response to some unpleasant
event” (Crnic & Low, 2002, p. 243). In times of war, parents not only have to face
the everyday stresses of parenting but also struggle with thoughts like whether
their children will actually come back home from school—alive. Survival becomes
central in parents’ everyday lives as they worry about their own and their children’s
safety (Dekel, 2004). Parents struggle that their children are so accustomed to
bombing and shelling and that violence is a normal part of their children’s growing
up (CNN, 2016). Can parents in such circumstances mitigate some of the wellestablished negative impact of war on their children (Slone & Mann, 2016; van Os
et al., 2016)? Or would they have little mental capacity to soothe a distressed child?
In war-torn countries, many families need to leave their homes. Families lose
connection with what was once familiar, and live in a constant state of instability.
They often move from house to house as they search for safety while hoping for
the war to end. In that process, they often lose access to their financial means,
children no longer go to school, and often live in crowded places (United Nations
International Children’s Emergency Fund [UNICEF], 2016). Survival needs stay
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Daesh is the Arabic transliteration of the Islamic State in Iraq and Syria.
From an interview conducted for Chapter 3.
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central, familial structures change, and parents struggle to provide for their
children like they once used to (Farhood et al., 1993). This can leave parents
alienated and less able to control and plan for their future.
But it does not stop there. When villages get bombed, many parents realize
that their countries are no longer inhabitable. That to be able to provide their
children with a better future, they have to leave their lands and seek refuge in
foreign countries. In that process they often get separated from family members,
and experience multiple hardships until they resettle in a foreign country (UNICEF,
2016; Williams, 2010). By the end of 2015 around 2.8 million people were either
awaiting their asylum application or were granted a refugee status in a European
country (UNICEF, 2016). While some aspects of daily life might improve for them,
new stressors often surface which could diminish parents’ ability at adapting to
both, the history of war exposure and the stressors in their new contexts. In other
words, when villages get bombed many parents lose resources that they might
desperately need to be able to manage the stress of war.

Parenting in the Aftermath of War and Refuge
War and refuge can change parenting. In the aftermath of war and refuge,
parents might have limited resources to deal with the demands of being a parent,
and therefore many parents experience a discrepancy between the expectations
they have of themselves as parents and what they can actually do, which induces
stress (Deater-Deckard & Scarr, 1996). Although resettling in countries with a high
Human Development Index (life expectancy, education, and income; “Human
Development Reports,” 2020), may take away some financial stressors for refugee
families, resettling also adds new stressors (Berry, 1986). Resettling in a new
country often means struggling with starting a new life, learning a new language,
and finding a job that matches one’s expertise (Aroian et al., 2008). This means
that despite relative financial stability and no longer having to live in survival state,
many parents experience a loss of social status and of what was once familiar.
Parents might find themselves in situations where they doubt their knowledge
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and understanding of their new contexts (e.g., Ochocka & Janzen, 2008). Adding to
that a possible history of traumatic exposure, it becomes clear that being granted
a refugee status does not automatically restore parents’ resources. In fact, refugee
parents experience a loss of resources, coupled with the need to adapt to a new
context, while being at risk of mental health adversity (Porter & Haslam, 2005).
This loss of resources for refugee parents also poses a risk to their children.
Children from a refugee background have more mental health problems than
children from a non-refugee background (Bronstein & Montgomery, 2011).
In addition to the direct effect of war-related trauma on children, studies have
tried to explain the indirect effects. In fact, research, that dates over two decades
back, suggests that stressors in resettlement could play a greater role in the
development of mental health problems in refugee parents than exposure to warrelated trauma (e.g., Liebkind, 1996). Despite this, most research, until recently,
primarily focused on psychopathology, viewing war-related trauma as the primary
source for adjustment problems among war-affected populations (Belsky, 2008).
This dominant focus on mental health has lead scholars to overlook other
pathways that could shape child adjustment (Belsky, 2008; Miller & Rasmussen,
2010). Some evidence suggests that mental health problems that result after war
exposure can make parents engage in suboptimal parenting practices, such as
parenting characterized by emotional abuse and neglect, negatively impacting
children, both, on the short and the long term (Palosaari et al., 2013; Punamäki
et al., 2015). Despite such evidence, only a few studies, have examined the role
of parenting in shaping child adjustment in refugee populations, and even then,
lack of methodological rigor (e.g., using small samples recruited through networks
of friends, family, and acquaintances, and the use of non-quantifiable outcome
measures) makes the results of these studies inconclusive (Fazel et al., 2012;
Timshel et al., 2017). This made the need to understand processes, other than
parental mental health, that play a role in shaping the adjustment of refugee
children rather pressing.
The role daily stressors play in shaping adjustment among refugee children
needs to be studied, alongside war-related trauma (Figure 1). Miller and Rasmussen
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(2010; 2014) argue that the daily conditions (e.g., poverty, marginalization,
isolation, inadequate housing, and changes in familial structures or functioning)
are worsened or exacerbated because of armed conflict. Post-migration stress,
as one such daily stressor, is one key factor that might play a role in shaping
family dynamics in refugee families, and therefore child adjustment. This refers
to stressors that immigrants have to deal with when they resettle in countries
different from their own (e.g., Steel et al., 1999). Such stresses in everyday life
can act as constant reminders of a previous traumatic exposure, putting refugee
parents in a constant state of arousal, possibly sustaining their trauma symptoms
(e.g., Layne et al., 2006). Likewise, the constant need to adapt to a new context and
living with a marginalized, and often diminished, social status poses a daily stressor
on refugee parents (Miller & Rasmussen, 2010; 2014). The acculturation literature
shows that immigrants as well as refugees often struggle with understanding and
adapting to a new culture, acquiring a new language, and feeling disconnected
from their culture and their support system (Aroian et al., 1998; Berry, 2006; Steel
et al., 1999).
But how do these stressors influence parenting in refugee families? In other
words, how do language difficulties, feelings of marginalization, novelty, and
longing for one’s homeland influence the way people parent their children? Stress
burdens parents and could therefore interfere with the caregiving ability of family
members (Barber, 1999; De Haene et al., 2010). For example, refugee parents
could face everyday stress because of the child protection rights in host countries
(Este & Tachble, 2009) where their limited understanding of these rights could
make many parents fear losing their children to the social system (Bowie et al.,
2017; Losoncz, 2016). This could give rise to friction in parent-child interactions
in which parents feel disempowered (Bowie et al., 2017). As a result, parents
could find it difficult to engage in parenting behaviors that demand patience and
understanding and that support their children’s autonomy (Miao et al., 2018). In
those new contexts refugee parents realize that the familiar village in which they
once lived, is gone. They now live in a new “village” with its own culture, norms,
rules, and regulations.
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Qualitative research among refugee families shows that financial
difficulties and the constant need to adapt to foreign countries contribute to
this disempowerment (e.g., Ali, 2008; El-Khani et al., 2018). Due to the difficulties
refugee parents face to work in their own professional fields, in getting their
certifications recognized and competing with natives in the labor market (Aroian et
al., 2008; Liebau & Salikutluk, 2016), they often end up working in lower positions
in comparison to what they used to prior to the war (e.g., Este & Tachble, 2009;
Salikutluk et al., 2016). It is therefore likely that refugee parents experience a
decline in their standard of living, and constantly be confronted with the fact that
they can no longer provide their children like they once used to. The stressors
they live in could therefore undermine their parental self-efficacy, making them
doubt their confidence in themselves as parents and their ability at managing
their children’s problems (Bandura, 1977; El-Khani et al., 2018). Parental selfefficacy is a precursor for actual parenting practices (Jones & Prinz, 2005), and
a high sense of efficacy is associated with parenting practices that have positive
effects on children (e.g., Bandura, 1977; Jones & Prinz, 2005; Meunier & Roskam,
2009) such as more supportive parenting, less inept discipline (e.g., Deković et al,
2010) and better management of stressful situations (Ryan et al., 2018). Despite
this, very few quantitative studies on refugee parenting have paid attention to
parental self-efficacy (e.g., El-Khani et al., 2020; Shaw et al., 2020) and its relation
with post-migration stress and actual parenting behavior.
Likewise, parental self-efficacy is not directly targeted in interventions with
refugee parents despite the fact that the few intervention studies conducted in
resettlement contexts suggest that positive changes in parental self-efficacy might
underlie reductions in conflict between parents and children after an intervention
(e.g. El-Khani et al., 2018; van Ee, 2018). Specifically, the dose-response relation
between war exposure intensity and parenting (Slone & Mann, 2016) might suggest
that an accumulation of stressors, rather than a lack of appropriate knowledge and
skills, underlies why refugee parents might find parenting challenging. In other
words, the assumption is not that refugee parents do not know, for example, how
to engage in supportive parenting, but rather that the accumulation of stressors
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might make their abilities to engage in such practices rather difficult (Miller et
al., 2020). It seems relevant to set up targeted interventions specifically aimed at
strengthening parental self-efficacy in refugee families, because self-efficacy is an
important factor for supportive parenting in both community (Deković et al., 2010)
and refugee samples (El-Khani et al., 2018; van Ee, 2018).
In order to understand how children develop in times of war, we need to
understand how war and refuge impact parents. Boothby and colleagues (2006)
pose a legitimate question asking whether it is the exposure to war-related
incidents per se that is responsible for how war-affected children adapt, or
whether children’s adaptation is a function of how much support they receive
before, during, and after the incident. So while war-related incidents can be rather
traumatizing for children, it also causes new stressors and aggravates existing
ones which could negatively impact children’s adaptation (Miller & Jordans, 2016).
A supportive family environment has been brought forth as one key protective
factor, while a violent and hostile one has been marked as a risk factor for
children growing up in such dire conditions (Masten & Narayan, 2012; Dubow et
al., 2012; Tol et al., 2013; Betancourt et al., 2012), yet parents cannot always offer
a supportive environment for their children (Ager, 2006). An understanding of the
mechanisms that could explain why refugee parents might engage in parenting
practices characterized by warmth and support is therefore crucial.
It is important to not only uncover potential mechanisms that could explain
why refugee parents engage in parenting that would support their children’s
development, but to do so in daily life. Bronfenbrenner (1979) identifies “proximal
interactions” as pivotal in shaping an individual’s immediate responses to
environmental stimuli. One way to understand how parental self-efficacy—within
individual refugee parents—changes over the course of the day and whether it is
shaped by environmental stimuli is to have many repeated measurements that
are frequent enough to observe how such processes naturally unfold in real life
(Bolger & Laurenceau, 2013). In other words, the way refugee parents constantly
reappraise their competence as parents might be contingent upon fluctuations
in post-migration stressors that happen over the course of the day. Furthermore,
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constant reappraisals of their competence as parents could be crucial in identifying
how they actually ‘do’ their parenting, in real life. While such processes develop
over time, they are typically studied using static outcome measures either crosssectionally or with panel data, capturing a few snapshots of people’s lives (Hamaker
& Wichers, 2017; Timshel et al., 2017). For example, we know from research with
non-refugee populations that the higher a parent’s sense of efficacy, in general, the
more likely they are to persevere in the face of parenting challenges, and the more
likely they are to adopt parenting characterized by warmth and support (Jones &
Prinz, 2005; Glatz & Buchanan, 2015b). Whether this holds for refugee parents,
and how such processes unfold in real life is not known. Another way to foster
our understanding of parenting in the daily lives of refugee parents is through
inducing change through experimentation, and testing the effect of such induced
change on individuals, in daily life (Bolger & Laurenceau, 2013). This would help to
uncover processes underlying real-time parenting behavior, and also allow us to
uncover intervention targets with much more detail and certainty (Myin-Germeys
et al., 2009).
There is a paucity of research establishing the effectiveness of family
interventions targeted at war-affected populations (Jordans et al., 2009; Murphy
et al., 2017), and studies tend to lack methodological rigor (e.g., using small sample
sizes without power calculations) and do not offer adequate reporting of treatment
approaches (Jordans et al., 2009; Knerr et al., 2013). Parenting interventions with
war-affected families primarily take place in conflict settings (Annan et al., 2017;
Murphy et al., 2017; Puffer et al., 2015). While relevant, the added post-migration
stressors that refugee populations experience in high income countries make it
difficult for service providers to adequately address their needs (Robertshaw et
al., 2017) if they rely on interventions created for a different context. A review of
the literature on the effectiveness of interventions targeted for immigrant and
refugee populations includes only two family interventions (Slobodin & de Jong,
2015), and only one of which adopts a randomized controlled design (Weine et
al., 2008). This means that interventions need to be specifically developed and
evaluated for refugees resettled in high income countries, with concrete guidelines
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for practitioners (Robertshaw et al., 2017), and with rigorous designs that allow
testing of intervention effects.

The Present Dissertation
The overarching aim of this dissertation is to unravel factors that shape
parenting practices in the aftermath of war and refuge (see Table 1 for a summary
of studies). This dissertation is divided into two sections. The first section describes
two studies (Chapters 2 and 3) that aim to understand how war and refuge cast
their effects on parents and children. Chapter 2 presents a mixed-methods
systematic review and meta-analysis. It therefore synthesizes the quantitative and
the qualitative literature on parenting in times of war and examines how different
dimensions of child adjustment develop through which parenting practices when
families are living under war conditions. Prior literature tried to summarize the
effects of war on children by either focusing on exposure to a single attack or
focusing exclusively on young children (Rousseau et al., 2015; Slone & Mann, 2016),
but not in prolonged war conditions and not across childhood. It was therefore
essential to understand how war exposure impacts children, also in middle and
late childhood. Here we hypothesized that parenting practices would partially
mediate the effects of war exposure on child adjustment. In order to answer this
mediation question while including as many publications as possible, the use of
a meta-analytic structural equation model (MASEM) was essential. MASEM is a
relatively novel statistical technique that allows for testing of mediation effects
even if mediation was not tested in primary studies (Jak, 2015). This enabled the
inclusion of many primary studies which had not tested mediation.
Chapter 3 explores the stressors that refugee families face during different
phases from living under war conditions to final resettlement in the Netherlands
(Williams, 2010). Specifically, how does the accumulation and dissipation of
various stressors—along the different phases of the refugee process—change
parenting within the same families, and what differences in these stressors and
their perceived effects exist between families. This investigation was essential
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to unravel factors that shape parenting in the aftermath of war and refuge.
Specifically, if parenting changes because of war exposure, instead of in response
to certain stressors, one would expect that changes in parenting happening during
the war exposure phase to sustain throughout the different phases of the refugee
process. However, if changes in parenting are more of a response to certain
stressors, one would expect parenting practices to be more fluid in response
to an accumulation and dissipation of stressors. Here we focused on parents of
children younger than 12 years of age because we did not want changes in parentchild dynamics occurring during adolescence (Granic et al., 2003) to confound our
analyses. In order to explore the stressors along the refugee process and their
impact on parenting, the use of a grounded theory approach (Glaser & Strauss,
1967) was called for. This allowed us to conduct an in-depth exploration of our
research questions without a predefined theoretical framework.
The second section describes two studies (Chapters 4 and 5) that aimed
to understand the role of momentary post-migration stressors in the lives of
refugee parents. Chapter 4 presents an experience sampling (ESM) study which
examines whether moment-to-moment post-migration stressors shape parenting
behavior through altering parental cognitions, above and beyond war trauma. As
refugee parents resettle in a foreign country and adapt to the parenting needs
of their growing children, real-time behavior might be more flexible and more
sensitive to contextual changes (Granic & Patterson, 2006). We therefore focused
on the moment-to-moment interaction between post-migration stress, parental
cognitions and behaviors. Importantly, we focused on children transitioning into
adolescence, a phase marked by changes in parent-child interaction dynamics
(Branje et al., 2012; Granic & Patterson, 2006), where refugee parents might be
at higher risk to reductions in their parental self-efficacy. We also controlled for
war-trauma symptoms because we expected them to confound the association
between post-migration stress and parenting (Neuner et al., 2010). Here we
hypothesized that the more parents experience post-migration stress the less
efficacious they will feel later in the day, and the less autonomy they will grant
their children, above and beyond war trauma. In order to answer this question,
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at the within-person level, we used ESM which allowed us to collect up to 80
data points from each participant. Given the data structure, the use of Dynamic
Structural Equation Modeling (DSEM) was essential. DSEM is a novel statistical
technique which combines time series analyses with multilevel data (Hamaker et
al., 2018). This facilitated modeling the autocorrelative structures and allowed us
to take the nested structure of the data into account. The use of DSEM allowed
us to examine the data at its finest level exploring the intricate nuances between
different constructs at different timescales.
Chapter 5 presents a randomized within-subject experimental study that
tests if we can strengthen parental self-efficacy among refugee populations and
whether that renders parental self-efficacy less contingent on contextual factors.
A brief intervention was delivered to parents where parents were helped to draw
the connection between their actual positive parenting behavior and the favorable
impact it had on their children. Adopting this strength-based approach was
motivated by the assumption that an accumulation of stressors might underlie
parenting behavior (El-Khani et al., 2016; Miller et al., 2020) as opposed to, for
example, a lack of parenting skill. We hypothesized that such an intervention can
strengthen parental self-efficacy and render it less contingent on post-migration
stressors. To answer those questions we used a within-subject experimental
design with randomized multiple baselines using experience sampling data.
The within-subject measurements allowed us to use each participant as its own
control condition; the multiple baselines allowed us to demonstrate whether
changes in parental self-efficacy might have occurred without having delivered
the intervention (Kazdin, 2019); and the randomization of the multiple baselines
made sure that threats to internal validity did not interact with the intervention
(Edgington, 1996). This allowed a sound evaluation of intervention effects with
fewer participants, something particularly useful with hard-to-reach populations
such as refugee parents.
Finally, Chapter 6 synthesizes the findings of all studies, discusses the
outcomes, and provides implications for clinical work and recommendations for
future research on parenting in the aftermath of war and refuge.
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Figure 1 Exposure to War-Trauma and Daily Stressors as Independent Predictors of Maladjustment
Among War-Affected Populations

War Exposure
Child (Mal)Adjustment
Daily Stressors

Note. Adapted from Miller and Rasmussen (2010).
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How does war exposure impact children’s
adjustment through parenting practices?

Chapter 2

Do moment-to-moment post-migration
stressors shape parental autonomy support
through compromising parental self-efficacy,
above and beyond war trauma?

Can a brief, focused intervention strengthen
momentary parental self-efficacy among
recently resettled refugee parents?

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

SDage (parent) = 5.6

Mage (parent) = 39.7

SDage (child) = 1.8

Mage (child) = 12.8

Participants responded to a short
questionnaire 10 times per day for 15 days
with a brief intervention on day 7, 8, or 9.

Within-subject randomized multiple baseline
design using experience sampling method.

Participants responded to a short
questionnaire 10 times per day for 6, 7, or 8
days.

SDage (parent) = 6.3

Experience sampling method.

Mage (parent) = 40.9

Second interview devoted to life after the
war.

First interview devoted to life in pre-war
Syria.

Two in-depth interviews, spaced a week
apart, of 90 minutes each.

Systematic review: Qualitative meta-synthesis

Systematic review: Meta analytic mediation
structural equation modeling

Design Characteristics

N = 55 parents (70% mothers)

SDage (child) = 3.4

Mage (child) = 7.6

SDage (parent) = 7.2

Mage (parent) = 38.1

N = 27 parents (16 families)

Age range = 0–18

N = 1,042

k = 10 studies

SDage = 3.5

Mage = 12.0

N = 54,372

k = 38 studies

Sample

Can the intervention make parental self-efficacy Mage (child) = 12.6
less context-dependent (i.e., less vulnerable to SD (child) = 1.7
age
post-migration stressors)?

An exploration of how the accumulation and
dissipation of stressors along the refugee
process shaped parenting.

Chapter 3

A qualitative synthesis of the different
parenting practices, feelings, and cognitions
that were evident in war-affected families and
how and why experiences of war and refuge
changed parenting.

Research Questions

Study

Table 1 Summary of Studies
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