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Parenting support  
in a time of war
How inter-agency collaboration brought help to Ukrainian 
families

The Ukraine emergency parenting support response 
coordinated numerous organisations in adapting, 
translating, and disseminating evidence-based parenting 
guidance to millions of families. Digitally accessible 
resources helped families better navigate the stresses, 
threats, and losses of displacement, refugee migration, 
and bombardment, with facilitated in-person programmes 
extending to ten countries. Preliminary feedback is highly 
positive, with rigorous evaluation in progress.

Results & Impact
The Ukraine emergency parenting support resources 
reached 11.6 million families within four months of the 
outbreak of war. The parenting tips have been shared 
directly with 11 academic institutions, four UN Agencies, 
25 non-governmental organisations, two funding 
agencies, and one governmental body. Anecdotal 
feedback is strongly positive, with continuing high 
demand from parents and providers.

Key Parties
Co-led and with resources co-developed by Parenting for 
Lifelong Health at the University of Oxford and UNICEF 
in collaboration with WHO, UNHCR, UNODC, University 
College London, the University of Cardiff, the Global 
Protection Cluster Child Protection Area of Responsibility, 
the International Rescue Committee, World Without 
Orphans, the Global Initiative to Support Parents, the 
Mental Health and Psychosocial Support Collaborative, 
the Early Childhood Development Action Network, The 
Alliance for Child Protection in Humanitarian Action, the 
Global Partnership to End Violence Against Children, 
Maestral International, Changing the Way We Care, and 
Save the Children.

How
Immediately upon the outbreak of the war in Ukraine, 
a collaboration of academics, INGOs, and NGOs was 
formed to provide emergency parenting support to 
affected families. Parenting guidance shown to be 
effective in preventing violence against children and 
promoting positive parenting in low-resource settings was 
adapted to the needs of fleeing families and made digitally 

accessible through QR codes at borders and 
checkpoints. In 14 “parenting tips”, the guidance 
sets out practical steps that parents can take to 
improve their own and their children’s wellbeing, 
to keep their children safe, and to support 
them through trauma and bereavement. These 
messages have been further configured into in-
person programming provided by a faith-based 
organisation for Ukrainians in ten countries. 

Where
Ukraine and countries receiving Ukrainian 
refugees	

Target Group
Parents and caregivers in or fleeing Ukraine

Funding
Funded by the partner organisations involved 
and donors including Oak Foundation, The 
GCRF and Newton Consolidation Account 
(GNCA) award, and a private family trust that 
wishes to remain anonymous
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Stage
Dissemination and support groups ongoing; 
evaluation commencing	

Hurdles
The intensity and unpredictability of war brought 
huge pressure and challenge, compounded by 
the complexity of coordinating an effort involving 
so many key actors. Institutional infrastructures 
of partners could hinder speed and flexibility in 
cross-sectoral working. At the same time, building 
on evidence-based resources, experience gained 
through the COVID-19 response, and established 
partnership relationships enabled this initiative to 
“hit the ground running”.

Replication
Adapted from the COVID-19 emergency parenting 
response, which was itself founded on Parenting for 
Lifelong Health’s evidence-based programmes, the 
Ukraine emergency parenting response has since 
been adapted to the Pakistan floods and Turkey/
Syria earthquake.

The Story
When can a QR code help a family fleeing a war zone? 
When it links to crisis-targeted, evidence- based guidance 
for parents – as many millions of refugee and internally 
displaced Ukrainians found at their point of acute need.

Within a fortnight of the outbreak of war in February 2022, 
Parenting for Lifelong Health based at the University of 
Oxford and UNICEF co-led a collaboration of international 
agencies, multiple NGOs, and university academics in an 
initiative to adapt, translate, and disseminate emergency 
parenting support resources to families caught up in the 
crisis. These resources provide guidance in the form of 
practical tips to parents and caregivers. Clearly worded 
and laid out within colourful boxes, the tips guide parents 
on immediate actions they can take to improve their 
own and their children’s wellbeing - calming techniques, 
active listening, setting up routines, interacting positively, 
as well as practical steps for keeping their children 
safe from child trafficking, sexual violence, and other 
crisis-heightened threats, and supporting their children 
in bereavement. Importantly, the tips communicate 
recognition and praise for maintaining parental care 
in the face of extreme challenge: “PARENTS AND 
CAREGIVERS ARE HEROES”.

The tips are open source and downloadable, with 
families able to access them simply by scanning a QR 
code into their mobile phones as they cross at borders 
and checkpoints. As Oxford researcher Dr Isang 
Awah explains, “Ukraine is a war situation, people are 
fleeing, moving from one place to another. This is where 
the QR codes were the right tool.” Alongside digital 
dissemination, the tips were printed into leaflets for 
physical distribution within humanitarian aid packages, 
formatted into parenting quizzes on Viber and videos on 
YouTube.

The inception and evidence-base for these resources 
long pre-dates the war in Ukraine, originating in 
Parenting for Lifelong Health (PLH) - a suite of open-
access, non-commercialised parenting programmes 
to prevent violence against children in low-resource 
settings – and inspired and informed by UNODC’s 
and the University of Manchester’s long experience of 
providing resources for caregiving in conflict, crisis, or 
stressful settings. Randomised control trials conducted 
over more than a decade have shown highly positive 
impacts on child, parent, and household wellbeing, and 
the PLH programmes have been scaled up in over 20 
low- and middle-income countries across Sub-Saharan 
Africa, South-eastern Europe, Southeast Asia, and the 
Caribbean. COVID-19 brought the impetus to apply these 
evidenced tools and techniques to the urgent needs of a 
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global pandemic, and the associated lockdowns brought 
the imperative to adapt to digital modes. 

It is this COVID-19 experience – with utilisation of 
innovative mechanisms for dissemination – which enabled 
the Ukraine emergency parenting response to come 
together at striking speed. As Amanda Germanio, Global 
Coordinator for the Global Initiative to Support Parents 
recounts, “organisations rushed to collaborate to produce 
and disseminate these resources, sharing outwards 
with their networks, reaching the people most in need of 
them. There was a true commonality of wanting to help 
by national and international partners.” The collective 
effort involved 96 organisations, including governmental 
and non-governmental organisations in Ukraine and 
neighbouring countries. Translated into 22 languages, the 
resources had been viewed by over 11.6 million families 
by the time uptake tracking concluded in June 2022.

Launched in predominantly virtual and digital formats 
for maximum reach and speed, the tips have since 
also provided the core content for the in-person “Hope 
Groups” run by World Without Orphans (WWO). Piloted 
as a four sessions programme with mothers at a refugee 
site in Poland, Hope Groups now offer a ten sessions 
programme addressing how participating parents are 
responding to and handling trauma and ways to develop 
healthy habits to help themselves and their children. 
The programme communicates the parenting tips within 
practical conversation guides and activities for parents/
caregivers to use in talking and playing with their children 
to help them process their own trauma and losses. Initially 
offered to refugees in Poland and the Slovak/Ukraine 
border, Hope Groups have extended to use with internally 
displaced people throughout Ukraine and with Ukrainian 
refugees in ten countries in Europe.  Nicole Baldonado of 
WWO, herself displaced from Ukraine and now living in 
Krakow with her husband and their three young children, 
emphasises how the Hope Groups are “intentionally 
set up as cooperative groupings of people, not led by 
teachers but shaped by peers, and this has promoted 
organic growth through onward sharing of participants 
becoming facilitators.” The inclusion of Bible verses and 
inspirational quotes from scripture “resonates with the 
faith which is a huge part of people’s lives, especially in 
a religious country like Ukraine.” Awah agrees that faith 
groups can be key access routes, “already established 
and they have very wide-reaching networks; well known, 
well recognised, and communicating in an accepted 
approach.”

This acceptability is key, starting at the most basic level of 
language translation. Awah notes:

“Translations can be challenging – each translator can 
propose a different wording. Our PLH team sat with three 
translators in a room, going through all the tips line-by-
line, to find an agreed translation.”

Humanitarian psychologist Dr Aala El-Khani puts this 
in wider context. “There are certain considerations that 
need to be taken to achieve cultural sensitivity and 
acceptability, such as awareness and appreciation of 
common cultural beliefs, exercising sensitivity by working 
through local field teams, allowing conversation focus 
and boundaries to be led by the people concerned. 
These attitudes and actions convey to families that their 
cultural beliefs, values, and priorities are understood and 
respected.” 

Active engagement with Ukrainians – inside and outside 
the country – has been a hallmark of this endeavour 
from the first. Baldonado notes how the Hope Groups 
“involved Ukrainians in every step of development 
and implementation, and this was vital to ensure the 
sessions are culturally relevant, culturally respectful, 
and respected.” Being attuned to participants’ own 
perceptions of their needs led to the addition of topics 
on grieving, secondary trauma, and survivor guilt. “Every 
person going through this war is helping someone, 
listening to friends, sisters, brothers. All need skills 
to carry this load of trauma, with lots of survivor guilt 
in those who have left Ukraine, and those still there 
who have survived when others have not.” Baldonado 
positions this current crisis within the intersection of 
historical and cultural legacy: “Ukraine’s history has led 
to a cultural emphasis on presenting strength. Ukrainian 
families have experienced separation and duress for 
generations – during World War II, in times of famine 
and Stalin. This embeds strength and resilience as core 
values, values which have been on show to the whole 
world in this war. Within that, it can be challenging to 
know how to grieve, how to accept negative emotions, 
such as depression. Hope Groups reframe grieving and 
these emotions as an aspect of strength. Allow grief to 
strengthen. Grieving, yes, but not pulled down by losses; 
keep fighting toward victory and healing.”

Those providing the emergency response equally brought 
a cultural context to the work. Germanio identifies 
“the humanitarian eco-system, with ‘Cluster systems’ 
already in place and segmented into child protection, 
mental health and psychosocial support, and many other 
specialist sectors”. This set the organisational frameworks 
within which this emergency response work had to be 
positioned and coordinated. And it brought institutional 
constraints, with drawn out finance, recruitment, and 
other formal processes that can be mismatched to the 



rapidity required for urgent humanitarian response. As 
Awah notes, “in crisis response, speed is of the essence. 
There is a need to bring new people on board quickly, 
who are local and located in the cultural context. We need 
to get mental health and parenting supports to people 
caught up in a crisis right away.”

For Sasha Shevkoplyas, working with the Oxford research 
team and herself Ukrainian based in the UK since 2017, “I 
had never thought I would be involved in anything like this 
before the war happened. The key challenge was to reach 
organisations, which are preoccupied with numerous 
needs, and do so speedily.  A tremendous amount of 
work, including translations, formatting, and research, 
had to be completed within a very short time, before 
reaching out. There was great cooperation between 
members of the development team, enabling efficiency 
despite the remote setting.” 

A year and more on, with the war continuing, the tips 
and other resources continue reaching families with 
their relevance, as do the Hope Groups. Evaluation 
is now beginning, conducted on several fronts by 
UNODC, WWO, and PLH respectively, to comprise 
pre-/post- questionnaires and retrospective surveying 
and interviewing of organisations, caregivers, and 
adolescents. This rigorous evaluation process will 
indicate who was reached, in which ways, and most 
important, how this impacted on parenting behaviours and 
children’s wellbeing.

Already, there is strongly positive anecdotal feedback. 
Baldonado speaks of Hope Group participants “showing 
increased capacity for healthy grieving” and reporting 
reduced levels of tension and discord between parents 
and children and among siblings, with the groups also 
“enabling participants’ re-engagement in a social network 
after their known networks have been completely 
disrupted by departures and deaths, for both those 
leaving and staying.” Perhaps the clearest statement 
of value is, as Germanio points out, that “parents and 
carers are actively requesting these resources, as are 
organisations. That intensity of demand reflects the felt 
need. Everyone has had a parental figure, so this is very 
personal and universal, uniting people and generating 
empathy.” 

When a family’s world is “turned upside down”, parenting 
functions continue, change, and intensify, becoming 
more important than ever. This is the need addressed 
by the Ukraine emergency parenting response, as El-
Khani explains: “A key factor in preventing psychological 
morbidity in children affected by living through 
challenged settings is parental monitoring and support. 
For families living in challenged settings, parental and 

family factors are even more significant for children to 
achieve positive outcomes. But caregivers experience 
a multitude of challenges during crisis that can affect 
their ability to parent effectively. Stressed parents are 
more likely to show coercive parenting styles. Parents 
may experience guilt and hopelessness which can affect 
their parenting. They may also find it challenging to 
establish structured routines. Parents who have been 
directly engaged in military conflict may show emotion 
regulation difficulties, which in turn affect parenting. 
All of these aspects of parenting can have a profound 
effect on children’s emotions and behaviour and their 
developmental trajectory. Caregivers in all contexts want 
the best for their children. Even if they are living through 
the challenges of being in a war zone, we see and hear 
their efforts trying to do their best.  When we support their 
parenting journey, we are weakening the link between 
crisis contexts and the damaging effects they can have on 
children’s mental health and family functioning.”
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