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n Iraq, a series of programs aimed at supporting parents
and caregivers has been implemented to enhance parental
well-being, improve child-rearing practices, and foster the

use of positive discipline. While such programs can support all

parents and caregivers wherever they are, these programs are
especially crucial in a region where political instability and
socioeconomic challenges often put additional pressure on
parents, caregivers, and families, adversely impacting
developmental outcomes for children and adolescents.
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Challenges and Engagement

One of the primary challenges in Iraq is engaging
a wide audience of parents and caregiversin
programs that help build their knowledge

and skills.

Factors contributing to low participation
rates include:

o Cultural Barriers: Traditional beliefs about
parenting and discipline may conflict with the
principles promoted in these programs. Parents
and caregivers may not think these programs
are appropriate or relevant.

« Accessibility: Geographical and logistical
issues can prevent parents and caregivers,
especially those in rural areas, from attending
workshops and accessing resources.

* Awareness: Parenting programs are not widely
known or accepted in Irag. A lack of awareness
about the availability and benefits of these
programs can lead to low enrollment.

Enabling Participation and
Engagement

To improve engagement, several strategies can
be employed:

« Community Outreach: Leveraging local
leaders and influencers can help advocate for
the programs and encourage participation. By
enlisting local champions to raise awareness
and promote the benefits of parenting
programs, more parents and caregivers are
likely to recognize their value and feel
comfortable seeking support. This approach
helps establish a positive social norm around
supporting parents, fostering a community-
wide culture that values and promotes effective
parenting and caregiving.

» Flexible Scheduling: Offering sessions at
various times, including evenings and
weekends, to accommodate working parents.
When parents and caregivers are already
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overwhelmed with their family and professional  [llustrative Topics Addressed in
commitments, attending a parenting program Parenting Programs
can seem impossible. It can be helpful to be

flexible around scheduling and offer the Well-Being of Parents
program in a modular fashion. Programs may
also need to offer a childcare facility or
encourage parents to bring children into the
sessions (if appropriate). It is all about meeting
parents and caregivers where they are and
providing a supportive platform to discuss and
engage further.

Parental well-being is essential for a healthy family
environment. Stress, anxiety, and other mental
health issues among parents can significantly
affect their ability to care for their children.
Programs aimed at enhancing the well-being

of parents include:

o Mental Health Support: Access to counseling
and therapy services to help parents manage
stress and emotional challenges.

« Mobile Units: Implementing mobile units to
reach remote and underserved areas to ensure
broader accessibility. Such mobile units can

come in different formats—a structure » Stress Management Workshops: Sessions
connected to an existing home or a standalone focusing on techniques such as mindfulness,
structure for reaching outlying areas. It is also relaxation exercises, and time management.

important to consider the cost and safety
aspects. Leveraging existing infrastructure and
working with local networks and implementers
can ensure that all parents and caregivers,
regardless of their location, are reached
effectively.

« Physical Health Initiatives: Encouraging
regular exercise, balanced nutrition, and
adequate rest to improve overall health.

When parents and caregivers are more aware of
how their own well-being affects their ability to care
for their children, they are more motivated to take
the necessary steps to monitor and manage their
own health. Connecting with other program
participants enables partners and caregivers to
learn from each other and build a community of
parenting support.

» Incentives: Providing small incentives, such as
transportation stipends or childcare during
sessions, can help boost participation. These
incentives offer crucial support to parents and
caregivers when they need it most, making it
easier for them to engage with these programs.
This approach not only facilitates effective
program implementation but also reinforces
positive parenting behaviors.

engaging a wide audience of parents and
caregivers in programs that help build
their knowledge and skills.

Q One of the primary challenges in Iraq is
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Caregiving Behaviors

Parents and caregivers often face difficulties in
understanding and managing their children’s
behavior. Receiving practical guidance on what
actions to take, when to take them, and how to
implement them can be incredibly empowering.
Programs offering practical strategies handling
childcare include:

« Behavioral Workshops: Training on how to
handle common behavioral issues, from
tantrums to adolescent defiance.

» Parent-Child Interaction Therapy: Evidence-
based treatment programs that enhance the
parent-child relationship through guided play
sessions.

» Resource Centers: Facilities where parents can
access advice from child development experts
and obtain educational materials.

Parents and caregivers can build their confidence
and self-efficacy through gaining knowledge,
observing trainers and peers, and practicing new
behaviors. This approach enhances their ability to
provide better and more responsive care to their
children.

Positive Discipline

Positive discipline is a cornerstone of modern
parenting practices, promoting nonviolent,

respectful, and supportive ways of guiding children.

In Iraq, several NGOs and governmental agencies
have introduced workshops and training sessions
focusing on positive discipline techniques. These
programs educate parents on how to set
boundaries, communicate effectively, and
reinforce good behavior without resorting

to punitive measures.
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Evidence

Key components of positive discipline programs
include:

o Workshops and Training: Interactive sessions
that teach parents about child psychology,
behavior management, and effective
communication strategies. When parents
understand more about why it is important to
use positive discipline and learn effective
strategies, they are more likely to implement
these approaches successfully.

o Support Groups: Forums where parents can
share experiences and solutions, fostering a
community of support and learning. When
parents and caregivers share their parenting
journey with others, they are able to release
some of their stress, concerns, and worries.
This can contribute to better parental well-
being and reduce parents’ use of harsh,
negative approaches. Through discussions,
parents and caregivers can learn effective
strategies from each other and feel encouraged
to try these approaches themselves.

o Educational Materials: Distribution of
pamphlets, books, and online resources
providing guidance on positive discipline
practices. Parents and caregivers may need
information that they can review in their own
time and share with their partners and other
family members to guide their use of positive
discipline practices.

Having a strong evidence base for parenting interventions is important. The evidence for
the parenting interventions outlined in this article is currently being gathered, and more
information can be requested from the authors of the article.
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Conclusion

Programs supporting parents in Iraq play a crucial role in fostering positive family environments
and ensuring the healthy development of children. By focusing on positive discipline, parental
well-being, and practical strategies for dealing with children, these programs can make a
significant impact. However, overcoming the challenges of engagement requires continuous
effort and innovative approaches to ensure that all parents and caregivers can benefit.

For War Child and the partners who work in Iraq, the situation is critical, especially in the
areas that were under the occupation of ISIS. The need for parenting programs is high,
especially in areas like Qaim and Heet under the Anbar governorate. Our efforts focus on
supporting returnees and children associated with armed forces and armed groups (CAAFAG).
Most CAAFAG children have lost their fathers during the war, and their mothers are struggling
to raise their children. The mothers carry their own trauma while bearing the responsibility of
child-rearing.

These families live in very challenging situations without access to their basic rights. Typically,
they are marginalized by the community and the children are victimized. These situations
exacerbate the challenges of parenting and adversely affect parenting behaviors and
children’s development outcomes.

War Child Iraq started in order to raise awareness of this community’s dire situation and to
build the capacities of local partners, including Shaqufian. Based in Heet, Shaqufian has been
trained on the community-based reintegration and security model, the War Child
methodology for reintegration. The approach is holistic, investing not only in the
socioeconomic well-being of affected children and young people but also in enhancing the
social, economic, and security environment surrounding them. It consists of five main pillars:
case management, community reintegration, economic reintegration, local economic
development, and security.

The experience of children and young people in armed forces and groups is highly context
specific. There is no one-size-fits-all model for reintegration, but there are some universal
principles.

A key principle is the need to support children in adapting their identity outside of the armed
group or force, to reconnect them with their families and communities where they can find a
positive role to play. Another one is the need for family and community acceptance. In fact,
research shows that community acceptance is the most important factor in the successful
recovery and reintegration of children and young people; such acceptance helps them
overcome the violence in their lives.

Finally, reintegration means ensuring that children associated with armed forces or groups
have the same opportunities as their peers from the same communities who were not
associated.
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