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Ukraine’s children: use evidence to support child protection in

emergencies

Evidence based parenting support is needed for families in both sudden and protracted crises, to

help protect children from adverse outcomes

Lucie Cluver, ' Ben Perks, % * Sabine Rakotomalala, “ Wadih Maalouf®

The images of Ukraine’s children are hard to ignore.
Wearing bobble hats and clutching teddy bears, they
hide in shelters and queue at borders, with desperate
adults trying to protect them from the snow, the
bombs, and the panic. Many of the country’s
estimated 100 0oo children who were living in
orphanages are now sheltering in churches or being
resettled in new countries, with families they have
never met, speaking languages they don’t
understand.’

Each child’s life chances depend on an invisible set
of scales. On one side are adverse childhood
experiences like abuse and violence. There is
compelling evidence to show that these experiences
increase the risks of other detrimental outcomes
across individuals’ lifetimes—including heart disease,
cancer, imprisonment, HIV infection, mental health
problems, and early death.? On the other side of the
scales are essential protective factors that nurture a
child’s success and build their resilience against
adversity. Perhaps the most significant of these is a
warm nurturing relationship with a parent or main
care giver.3

Children’s exposure to adverse experiences is much
higher than we had once thought, with a global
systematic review finding that a billion children a
year are victims of violence.“ The past two years have
tipped the balance of these scales against all
children.> Emergencies increase family violence and
mental health distress.® More than seven million
children have lost a parent or main care giver to
covid-19,” and the global pandemic has exacerbated
pre-existing inequalities and risks for childhood
adversity.® Parenting in war is violently undermined:
in chaos and emergency, families face extreme,
unanticipated challenges. We also know that adverse
experiences are often unwittingly transmitted across
generations.

On the positive side, we now have convincing
evidence of how to increase protective factors for
children. Parenting programmes have been found to
be effective at supporting parents to be the good care
givers that they overwhelmingly want to be.® They
prevent and disrupt the intergenerational
transmission of violence and trauma and improve
mental health for parents and children. When
combined with economic assistance (“‘cash plus
care”) they are even more effective. The research is
now so strong—with 77 systematic reviews and more
than 100 randomised trials in lower resource
countries—that the World Health Organisation (WHO)
is developing guidelines for parenting programmes.’®

the bmyj | BMJ 2022;376:0781 | doi: 10.1136/bmj.0781

In doing so, parenting programmes parallel other
public health interventions for children that are
backed up by robust evidence, such as polio vaccines
and antenatal care. In emergencies, families need
evidence based support that is accessible, relevant,
and simple.

The United Nations Convention on the Rights of The
Child says that states are obliged to support parents
and guardians in child rearing. Parenting resources
should therefore be recognised as a prerequisite for
the human rights of every child. The right to evidence
based services should cover all children and all
primary care givers, including alternative and
residential care. This is especially important in
countries like Ukraine where 1.4% of all children lived
in residential care centres even before the current
crisis.!

Conflicts in Ukraine, Afghanistan, Ethiopia, Syria,
and South Sudan and the covid-19 pandemic will not
be our last emergencies. It is essential that we use
the best evidence to build families’ resilience to both
sudden and protracted crises. Parenting reassurance
and strategies to help them guide and support their
children are urgently needed. The WHO, UNICEF,
United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees,
United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime, Early
Childhood Development Action Networks, and
Parenting for Lifelong Health have launched
open-source parenting resources for families in
Ukraine and those fleeing the country, which are
available on www.ukraineparenting.com.'?

As emergencies repeatedly cut off children from
schools and social services, it is essential to bolster
the capacity of those closest to them. Every child in
Ukraine, and every child in the world, has the right
to have the scales tipped in their favour.
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